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Abstract 
 
‘Sense of place’ and ‘placemaking’ are popular terms in urban-focused research and 
practice. In large part, place-focused efforts promote human connection to place as 
important for human health, wellbeing and sustainability outcomes in cities. However, the 
challenges facing cities are social and ecological; they are more-than-human. This PhD thesis 
examines and takes ‘western’ thinking about place beyond an anthropocentric frame to 
think through what ‘place’, human engagements with place and human designs for place in 
urban realms mean for ecologically sustainable urban dwelling. The research explores place 
as designed and as lived experience to examine the possibilities of reconfiguring human-
place connections toward greater ecological responsiveness; a dynamic and enacted yet 
enmeshed ethic that actively acknowledges the intra-relationships in which humans are 
always engaged in becomings-with other-than-human entities and more-than-human 
worlds. 
To explore the potential of this more-than-human framing of place, I first conducted 
empirical qualitative research with designers and project leaders of ‘sustainable’ residential 
design projects in three Australian cities. In-depth empirical research followed at two 
Australian urban residential design projects as examples of place-responsive projects that 
aim to create more 'sustainable' cities. Data sets were made with the project leaders and 
residents in these case studies using ethnographic walking, photojournaling and interview 
methodologies. The resulting data were analysed using a novel approach to narrative 
analysis and re-presentation. Drawing on this empirical work, the thesis critically examines 
the hope that stronger human-place connections can achieve positive socio-ecological 
Abstract 	
 
 
change by asking if and how ecological responsiveness plays out for those people who live in 
places designed to be ‘environmentally sustainable’.  
The thesis renders participant accounts with images and poetic-like narrative prose 
alongside critical analysis of these more-than-human experiences. This analysis brings forth 
the entanglements of humans and nonhumans in urban realms to emphasise that ‘place’ is 
always in the making, and that places and place experiences are always defined by more-
than-human intra-actions. These more-than-human entanglements of place have 
implications for the ethics, politics and practices of design and dwelling in cities. In 
particular, the thesis argues that attending to the micro-entanglements of more-than-
human design and dwelling can open opportunities for reconfiguring and reorienting people 
(and cities to an extent) toward greater ecological responsiveness or processes of socio-
ecological change.    
 
 
 
  
Related publication 
Robertson, S. A. (2018). Rethinking relational ideas of place in more-than-human cities. 
Geography Compass, 12(4), e12367. https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12367 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
Dwelling in and with ‘place’ in more-than-human cities 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘When we use humans as the reference point, we end up talking only about humans. We miss 
the opportunity to engage with other creatures in the richness of their embodied subjectivities 
and worlds, and we lose the opportunity also to understand ourselves in more relational and 
unexpected ways.’ (D. B. Rose 2012, 104) 
 
    
  
Introduction 	
 
 
The challenges of ‘place’ for sustainable built environments 
How do we, humans in cities, move from being responsive to the places we inhabit to being 
ecologically responsive? How do cities engage in this movement and what is the role of 
sustainable design projects in these transitions? These are big questions; however, they are 
important to explore because there has been and remains much interest, even hope, in the 
potential of stronger human connections to ‘place’ to bring about positive social and 
ecological change. Greater human-place connections are seen by many scholars and 
practitioners to hold answers to at least some of the socio-ecological challenges we face 
(Stefanovic 2000; Aravot 2002; Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015a). However, as John 
Cameron (2003a, 104)  has noted, the links between greater place-attachments and 
‘ecological responsiveness’, or a more ecologically-attentive and action oriented dwelling, 
remain unclear.  
Still, it is in the context of the possibilities of human-place connections that we might 
position a number of architects, designers and community leaders who approach the design 
and development of urban residential places differently. Their projects, from sustainable 
apartments to plans for ‘greener’ streets and suburbs, aim to push the boundaries of what 
‘sustainable’ design-development and revitalisation at the residential scale are and might 
achieve in urban areas. Yet the role of environmentally or ecologically sustainable residential 
design (ESrD) projects in shaping more ecologically and socially sustainable urban places also 
remains under-theorised. As place-responsive interventions in the making of the city, ESrD 
projects serve as interesting cases to explore the relationships between place-
responsiveness and ecological responsiveness and to explore the role of design in this 
reconfiguring of people and place.  
This study emerges from cultural and urban geographies to contribute to better 
understanding the relations between place and ecological responsiveness by finding out 
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more about ‘how [urban] places work and how they are transformed’ (Dovey 2009, 29). The 
movement of people and cities between the (apparently) two states of being connected to 
place and being ecologically responsive potentially involves significant reconfigurations and 
transformations. This research focuses on the beginnings of this reconfiguring within place 
experience to explore if and how ecological responsiveness plays out in the lived 
experiences of people who dwell in places designed to be ‘environmentally sustainable’ in 
Australian cities. As a qualitative research project grounded in a critical ontological 
positioning and from within what I perceive to be ‘radically constructivist’ worlds (Anderson 
and Harrison 2010, 9), it is far from a study of cause and effect but a study of the 
implications of entangled human-nonhuman ‘intra-actions’ (Barad 2007) in cities. 1  
Research questions 
This project was initially driven by my experience as an observer and advocate of sustainable 
residential design. Prior to commencing this research, I worked at a not-for-profit 
environment organisation in Melbourne, Australia, as a managing editor of a magazine all 
about ‘sustainable’ home design while I was also studying a Master of Urban Planning and 
Environment. This professional experience and learning were formative in my thinking about 
the socio-ecological challenges of and facing cities. During this period I observed and 
experienced architectural and/or design and environment initiatives attempting to shift 
people and cities toward more sustainable dwelling in messy socio-political urban 
environments. I began this PhD wanting to make some sense of this complexity and of the 
achievements of those working with and within such complexity. The resulting work is an 
                                                             
1 I use Karen Barad’s (2003; 2007) term ‘intra-action’ here and throughout this thesis to emphasise relations 
between entities without reverting to dualistic or Cartesian splits between subject and object, words and things. 
In Barad’s words: phenomena, as ‘ontologically primitive relations’, are the result of ‘intra-acting components’ 
(2003, 815). Relata, the ‘antecedant components of relations’ … ‘do not preexist relations’ but ‘enact agential 
separability —the local condition of exteriority within-phenomena’ (Barad 2003, 812, 815). See below and 
Chapter two for further discussion of these matters.  
Introduction 	
 
 
exploration of some design-led sustainability interventions as they have been pursued 
through urban built environments and human dwelling. Specifically, the thesis explores how 
ideas about ‘place’ and designs for place are enrolled or enlisted in these interventions, how 
residents experience place within these sustainable design interventions in the city, and 
some of the implications of these designs and experiences for socio-ecological change.  
Residential places are just one point of departure; an entry point into sustainable urban 
transitions and the worldly more-than-human entanglements we humans live with and 
within. However, they are an important entry point because in both theory and practice, 
there is a lot of social, material and financial capital invested in the idea of ‘place’ and in the 
making of residential urban places. For example, residential construction drove the 
Australian construction sector’s economic growth in 2015–16, contributing 8.1 or 13.8 per 
cent of Australia’s economy in that year, depending on the source (Office of the Chief 
Economist, Department of Industry, Innovation and Science 2016, 38; Property Council of 
Australia 2017, ii). The environmental impacts of the built environment, including at the 
residential scale, are also significant. The built environment’s energy consumption accounts 
for one third of global greenhouse gas emissions and the building sector accounts for 
approximately 40 per cent of global energy consumption (Ibn-Mohammed et al. 2013, 233). 
In 2010, housing accounted for just under one quarter of total global final energy use (Lucon 
et al. 2014, 675–77). The residential sector in Australia is responsible for 12 per cent of total 
final energy consumption and 13 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions (Moore et al. 2017, 
10). 
Urban built environments also have significant implications for human health and wellbeing. 
Research has found health and wellbeing impacts of, among other things, the walkability of 
urban built environments (Christian et al. 2011), built environments and urban heat island 
effects (Taylor et al. 2015) and the implications of public space in residential areas for sense 
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of community (Wood, Frank, and Giles-Corti 2010). Research has also called attention to the 
so-called ‘extinction of experience’ as a result of decreasing human-‘nature’ interactions 
(Soga and Gaston 2016). These health and wellbeing impacts extend beyond humans (Maller 
2018). Cities have been found to be hotspots for threatened species (Ives et al. 2016) with 
research continuing about the consequences of residential development on biodiversity 
(Pejchar et al. 2015). However, more directly pertinent to this study, houses, streets and 
parks in urban neighbourhoods are the places many Australians call ‘home’; places 
historically understood as the quintessential representation of place attachment (Lewicka 
2011). A further reason to explore place as it is designed, made and experienced at this scale 
is the significant role that cities, neighbourhoods and experimental initiatives are playing in 
responses to socio-ecological challenges such as climate change (Castán Broto and Bulkeley 
2013).   
In the context of urbanisation processes as they relate to this residential scale and the 
challenges cities and their human and nonhuman inhabitants face, this thesis asks what role 
‘place’ and place-focused design play in achieving ecologically sustainable Australian cities at 
the residential scale. In particular, it asks:  
How might humans in cities and cities themselves shift from place-responsiveness toward 
ecological responsiveness through residential design projects?  
To answer this question, it responds to the following sub-questions: 
1. How might we, humans, better understand place experience in more-than-human 
worlds in sustainably designed urban residential places?  
2. What is the role of ‘place’ in ‘sustainable’ urban residential design-development in 
Australia?  
3. What do place, place experience and the more-than-human entanglements of place 
in ecological sustainable design projects suggest about bringing ecological 
responsiveness into play in Australian cities? 
Introduction 	
 
 
The first of these questions is largely conceptual and methodological, although also 
empirical in attempting to better understand human lived experiences of place. The second 
and third questions contribute to a more critical view of the theoretical and practical 
challenges of place-focused interventions that aim to make more ecologically ‘sustainable’ 
urban realms.  
To answer these questions, the research looks at designed intentions of sustainable 
residential design initiatives in Melbourne, Sydney and Adelaide’s urban areas, and at lived 
experience in two of these initiatives in Melbourne and Sydney. Its study of design 
intentions asks: 
i. What are the visions and assumptions designers and project leaders have of and 
about socially and environmentally sustainable urban residential places? In other 
words, what is environmentally sustainable design understood to be? 
ii. How important is ‘place’ to achieving this and what is meant by place if it is 
important?  
iii. How, if at all, are more-than-human engagements designed in? 
Its exploration of lived experience asks:  
i. How is ‘place’ experienced by humans in these residential design initiatives?  
ii. What does this place experience suggest about more-than-human entanglements 
and ‘sustainable’ urban dwelling? 
 
 
Place and sustainable cities: specificities, departures and 
contributions 
As a study of experience and practice, this research draws on the emphases on relationality 
in post-phenomenology (Ash and Simpson 2014; Merleau-Ponty 1962) and ideas about place 
(Massey 2005; Ingold 2011), and the decentring of humans in post-phenomenology and, 
more so, in more-than-human theories (Haraway 2008; Whatmore 2002; Bennett 2009; 
Barad 2007). It also draws on the relational and affective dimensions of assemblage thinking 
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(Dovey 2009; Bennett 2009; McFarlane 2011a) and non-representational theory (Thrift 
2008; Anderson and Harrison 2010), as well as the political ecologies of ecological flows 
(Kaika 2012; Heynan, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006; Swyngedouw 2006) to explore and 
critique the complexities of place responsiveness and ecological responsiveness in the 
everyday place(making) of Australian cities. The research aims to illuminate the ‘intra-
actions’ (Barad 2007) between the ways humans relate to different social and physical city 
places and the nonhuman beings or ‘things’ (Bennett 2009) they share these places with. It 
brings forth the moments of affect, encounter and ongoing entanglements to interrogate 
how, or perhaps if, these help humans on pathways of positive socio-ecological change. In 
doing so, it questions assumptions about these relations, particularly the idea that in greater 
engagement with place might be a greater ecological responsiveness for improved socio-
ecological ways of urban living and for approaches to city design-development. 
This thesis does not attempt to define environmentally or ecologically sustainable cities, 
except to say these include an awareness of the value and role of more-than-human intra-
actions for humans. Nor does it seek to find causal or correlational links between place 
responsiveness or connection and ecological responsiveness. It is an empirical study that 
explores two case studies in depth, yet it does not attempt to compare these places as like 
for like. Such an approach risks disregarding the importance of the particularities of place 
and of human and nonhuman dwelling in these particularities. However, given broad 
similarities in design intention between the two projects (to create more environmentally 
and socially sustainable urban residential places) conceptual lines of connection and 
difference are developed in the discussion chapter (see Chapter seven). 
The contribution this thesis does make is to bring forth the more-than-human 
entanglements that make residential places and place experiences; the ways these are 
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enabled through designs for change; and, the ethical and political dimensions of these 
entanglements in the context of the making of ‘sustainable’ urban places.  
Specifically, the research:  
• Enunciates a conceptually rich theoretical framework as a way to think through 
more-than-human entanglements in urban realms, and in particular, to think 
through more-than-human ‘place(making)’ differently (Chapter two and Robertson 
(2018))  
• Contributes an analytical and methodological approach to help more-than-human 
scholars navigate the tricky terrain of research practice while making efforts not to 
speak for ‘others’ and thereby anthropomorphise nonhumans/vital matter (Chapters 
three, five and six). 
• Contributes to design and planning practices by showing how more-than-human 
relationships saturate the design, construction and life of residential places in cities 
(Chapters five and six) and suggests that the micro-entanglements of affective 
encounter should continue to be considered as a field of potentialities for achieving 
socio-ecological change (Chapter seven). 
Having outlined the departure points (discussed in more depth below and in Chapters two 
and three) and the contributions this research makes (revisited in more depth in Chapter 
eight), below I summarise some of the key theoretical ideas underpinning this research 
before briefly noting the structure of the chapters that follow.  
Situating research on place, socio-ecological change, cities and urban 
dwelling  
Much has been written about ‘sense of place’. Since the significant work on the importance 
of place by Relph (1976) and Tuan (1974), sense of place advocates from diverse disciplines 
have drawn on phenomenological ideas as advanced by Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger 
and others (e.g. Cresswell 2007; Casey 2013; Malpas 1999; Seamon 2013) to explain its 
importance. Place has historically been understood as restful, unique, bounded and imbued 
with ‘historical continuity’ (Lewicka 2011, 209), but ideas have shifted and human 
experience of place is now understood to be underpinned by movement (Ingold 2011; 
Dovey 2009; Carter 2009; Massey 2005). This extensive body of work about place has 
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informed a growing amount of theoretical and practical work on ‘placemaking’ (Aravot 2002; 
Beza and Hernandez-Garcia 2014; Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015c). However, the 
multidimensional nature of place means it and ‘placemaking’ resist any straightforward 
definition. Kim Dovey writes that ‘[p]lace is an inextricably intertwined knot of spatiality and 
sociality’ (Dovey 2009, 6). More pragmatically, Relph (2008, 311) suggests that places are 
named and therefore significant territories, defined by their environmental qualities and 
imbued with memories, stories or shared experiences. As is discussed in Chapter two, this 
thesis draws on relational and topological ideas of place as enunciated by Massey (2005), 
Ingold (2011), Malpas (1999), Seamon (2013), Casey (2001a; 2001b), and as influenced by 
Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Barad (2007), to understand place as more-than-human intra-
relations within an instable region/area where these intra-relations are both generative and 
defining of experience. To be clear, this is not offered as yet another definition of place, but 
an understanding that guides the discussion hereafter.  
The relationship between ‘place’ and environmental responsibility or pro-environmental 
behaviour and action has received scholarly attention. These discussions range from studies 
seeking to understand what environmental stewardship is (e.g. Cooke and Lane 2015; 
Cooke, West, and Boonstra 2016) to those that seek to conceptualise an environmental 
ethic (e.g. Mathews 1999; 2005; Abram 1997; Stefanovic 2000; Mugerauer 2010) and 
everyday practices of self-sufficiency (e.g. Alexander 2015). Meanwhile, environmental 
psychology continues to explore the links between place-attachment and pro-environmental 
behaviour (e.g. Ramkissoon, Weiler, and Smith 2012). However, overwhelmingly, many of 
these studies have focused on the benefits of nature for humans. The question of where a 
more ecological sustainability agenda fits into ideas about place is less clear. 
The hope in ‘place connections’ is seen to be particularly relevant in an increasingly 
urbanised and mobilised world. Over 75 per cent of Australians live in cities today and this is 
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expected to grow (Atkins, Marson, and Brann 2015, 6). In response to the challenges of 
urban design and planning, practitioners and scholars have long advocated place-focused 
solutions (e.g. Howard, 1945; Jacobs, 1971; Whyte, 1988). Spearheaded by the US-based 
Project for Public Spaces (2015c), ‘placemaking’ has become a profession in its own right, 
primarily focused on improving social, health and wellbeing outcomes through public space 
renewal. Meanwhile, greater attention has turned to the role of environmentally and 
ecologically sustainable design in cities. Approaches to ecologically sustainable design are 
diverse, yet it is argued here (see Chapter four) that for those architects, communities and 
developers who seek to create residential spaces that go beyond minimum expectations, 
ESrD is steeped in geographic place-responsiveness.  
Despite all this work, scholars acknowledge that we still have a fuzzy idea of ‘place’ and 
human-nonhuman-place relationships and that this has filtered through in approaches to 
place-focused design (Lewicka 2011; Aravot 2002; Carter 2009). Indeed, there is still much 
we can learn about the experiences and meanings of place in different contexts. As Lewicka 
(2011, 226) writes, we need to better understand the role of physical environments on place 
attachment and the processes through which sense of place is created. This is particularly 
important in urban areas where these relationships need to be viewed in all their socio-
ecological complexity (Angelo and Wachsmuth 2015). Through better understandings of the 
lived experiences of place and by examining ecological responsiveness in more detail, the 
ways in which ESrD interventions might be shaping more ecologically responsive urban 
dwellers and cities can be elucidated.  
Dwelling is central to place and the questions about place that this thesis explores. For Tim 
Ingold (1995; 2011), dwelling is a dynamic, relational co-defined situatedness. It is, he writes, 
a ‘perspective founded on the premise that the forms humans build, whether in the 
imagination or on the ground, arise within the currents of their involved activity, in the 
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specific relational contexts of their practical engagement with their surroundings’ (Ingold 
1995, 76). Ingold (2011, 10; 1995) compared such a perspective to a building perspective 
where humans as rational individuals do things to the world. As I note in the following 
chapter, after initially proposing a dwelling perspective, Ingold suggested the term 
habitation over ‘dwelling’ because it emphasises movement: ‘To be … is not to be in place 
but to be along paths. The path, and not the place, is the primary condition of being, or 
rather of becoming’ (Ingold 2011, 12). However, in what follows I stick with dwelling 
because of its emphasis on the affective and practiced embodiment through which everyday 
life takes place. In emphasising these affective and practiced doings of life in cities, as I 
suggest in Chapter two, discussions of place and of change can be considered beyond 
moralising and individualising calls for responsibility. Instead, human-nonhuman 
entanglements are acknowledged for the relational, but still obligatory (Stengers 2013), 
interactions and response-abilities (Haraway 2008) they call forth.   
The subjects of place and of change in turn raise other central metaphors that are drawn on 
throughout this thesis. As discussed above, this thesis examines and critiques a view that 
through human-place connections, humans and cities can achieve greater ecological 
responsiveness. Responsiveness is a key term used throughout the thesis. I discuss and 
define ‘ecological responsiveness’ in greater detail in Chapter two. However, in using the 
term ‘responsiveness’ – both place-responsiveness and ecological responsiveness – in what 
follows, I follow Cameron (2001; 2003a) and Haraway (2008; 2016) who emphasise that the 
term ‘responsive’ ‘carries with it the impetus to act, to respond’ (Cameron 2001, 19). More 
particularly, I use this term because it implies an act of recognition of other ‘worlding’ 
(Haraway 2016) and ‘the other with whom or which we are entangled’ (Barad, cited in K. 
Wright 2014, sec. Conclusion).   
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Moreover, as the chapters that follow emphasise, discussion of linear, dualistic and 
individualising ideas of change are deeply problematic. Instead, human (and nonhuman) 
dwelling is defined by nonlinear trajectories of becoming (Ingold 2011). In the language of 
our everyday doings, as Shove and Walker (2010, 475) have argued, everyday practices are 
always ‘emergent’, defined by ‘uncontrollable trajectories’. As these authors argue, this does 
not mean there is no room for intervention to steer change, but that ‘we need to attend to 
ongoing processes of transformation’ (Shove and Walker 2010, 476). In the pages that follow 
I shift between the terms ‘movement’, ‘shifting’, ‘transitioning’, ‘reorienting’ and 
‘reconfiguring’ to describe the reconfiguring of human-place relations. I do so purposively 
because there is no one term that describes the non-linear movement or reconfiguring that 
participants in this study experienced and, therefore, that adequately renders the 
reorientations that more-than-human entanglements call forth (see Chapter seven).  
Finally, this thesis regularly refers to humans, nonhumans or other-than-humans, and more-
than-human worlds or realms. Within more-than-human thinking, there is debate about the 
most appropriate terms to speak about ‘humans’ and ‘nonhumans’ when the purpose of this 
theory and discussion is to move beyond these limited binaries (Whatmore 2006; Braidotti 
and Hlavajova 2018, 2). I share concerns about the dualistic nature of these terms, when 
what it is to be human is contested and when the binary can be read as privileging humans 
against all other things. However, throughout this thesis I distinguish between humans and 
nonhumans because the work of undoing this binary, at least in western thinking, is in its 
infancy. As part of this unravelling agenda, I use the terms ‘nonhuman’ and ‘other-than-
human’ to maintain clarity for the reader. Where I wish to emphasise entanglement 
between humans and nonhumans, or between nonhumans themselves, I use the term 
‘more-than-human’.   
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Methodological approach  
This study begins by acknowledging movement or dynamism as at the heart of human 
experiences of place. It also acknowledges a growing body of work that seeks to question 
the prominence of human agency and dominance over ‘nature’. As I have already briefly 
discussed, this relational post-phenomenological (Ash and Simpson 2014; Merleau-Ponty 
1962), more-than-human (Whatmore 2006; Abram 1997) and constructivist study therefore 
draws on a number of theories to better understand human intentions for place, human 
experiences of place in urban areas and the implications of these intentions and experiences 
for how we conceptualise and shape ecologically responsive cities. As an exploration of 
place-human-nonhuman-world interconnections in urban realms it is an exploration in 
more-than-human cultural and urban geographies; that is, while it draws heavily on and is 
situated in human geographic perspectives, it is more than this, necessarily interdisciplinary 
(Dovey 2009, 7), integrating knowledge and methods from urban planning, sociology, urban 
political ecology and design.  
The multiplicity of ‘place’ also calls for mixed (Dovey, Woodcock, and Wood 2009, 2598) and 
in-depth qualitative social research methods (Fontana and Frey 2000; Mugerauer 2010). The 
methodology and methods are outlined in detail in Chapter three, however, the research 
included interpretive ethnographic and participant observation and semi-structured 
interviews to explore the narratives, aims and experiences of those who design urban 
sustainability projects, and of the residents and visitors who use these places. Empirical 
research involved two phases to explore i) the ideas underpinning the design of 
environmentally sustainable urban residential places and ii) experiences of place and 
ecological responsiveness in ESrD projects. In phase one, a desktop review of publicly 
available material on different multi-residential ESrD projects, such as Christie Walk in 
Adelaide and Sustainable Chippendale in Sydney, was undertaken. Walking interviews were 
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conducted with a number of project leaders and architects. To explore experiences of living 
in these places in phase two, ethnographic observation and interviews based on a photo-
journaling exercise (see Appendix D) were undertaken with fifteen residents in two case 
studies – a sustainable residential apartment development in Melbourne, called The 
Commons, and a small suburb called Chippendale in central Sydney (mentioned above) that 
has a plan and an active project to make the suburb more sustainable. Narrative analysis 
was used to analyse interview transcripts and resident photos.  
Structure of the thesis  
The chapters that follow weave their discussion through ideas about place, designs for and 
experiences of place in Australian cities, before reflecting on the implications of these ideas, 
designs and experiences for socio-ecological change in (and of) cities. Chapter two reviews 
the conceptual literature on place and outlines the theoretical framework that guides this 
study. In response to the first research question (outlined earlier in this chapter), the 
chapter makes a conceptual contribution to literature on place, encouraging further work on 
more-than-human ideas about, experiences of and designs for place in cities. The study’s 
research design, including methodology and methods, are outlined in Chapter three. In 
response to the second research question, Chapter four provides further context about the 
role of place in sustainable residential design. The second half of this chapter draws on 
empirical work to argue for thinking of sustainable residential design projects as place-
responsive interventions in the city. Chapters five and six examine research questions one 
and two, and their sub-questions, empirically by delving deeply into designs for place and 
experiences of place in the two case studies. Chapter seven pans outward to look across 
these two cases to address the third research question: what place, place experience and 
the more-than-human entanglements implicated in ecologically sustainably design projects 
suggest about bringing ecological responsiveness into play in Australian cities. This chapter 
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focuses on what this research might mean for the ethics and politics of living within more-
than-human urban realms. The final chapter (Chapter eight) revisits the contributions and 
specificities of this research and its implications for further work.  
 
  
2. Literature & theoretical framing 	
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2. Literature & theoretical framing 
 
Rethinking relational ideas of place in more-than-
human cities2 
 
 
  
                                                             
2 This chapter informed a review article (Robertson 2018) that has been published in Geography Compass and 
that has the same title. See Appendix G.  
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Introduction 
‘Place’ today is an immensely appealing yet still a frustratingly ambivalent concept. Place is 
lauded by scholars (within geography but also further afield) and practitioners alike as a 
concept, a state of being, and ‘placemaking’ a practice that can shed light on complex social 
and ecological challenges. In the pursuit of clarifying ideas of place and sense of place, there 
has been much scholarship since the 1970s. In this time, ideas about place have shifted from 
conceptions that stabilised and bounded ‘place’ into, for example, places such as ‘home’, to 
the more recent proliferation of relational ideas of place as ever-circulating experience in 
complex, and increasingly, more-than-human entanglements of becoming. Yet place is still 
commonly understood to be a foundational concept for human dwelling in the world 
(Cresswell 2007; Ingold 2011; Malpas 1999; Seamon 2013); that is, it is understood to work 
ontologically to frame and underpin human being and experience. And there remains much 
hope that through improved human connections with place, positive social and ecological 
change can be brought about. The hope for ecological outcomes is particularly evident in 
cities, which are known to have serious planetary ecological impacts (Swyngedouw and 
Kaika 2014) but are also important habitats for a diverse range of species (Hall et al., 2017; 
Ives et al., 2016; Low, 2002) and socio-ecological systems that provide health and wellbeing 
benefits for humans (Maller 2018). In this urban context, the opportunities to re-engage or 
reconnect people with ‘nature’ through place(making) are particularly attractive.  
It is in this context that we can position and understand the hope that many scholars, design 
practitioners and community members attribute to the possibilities of greater or improved 
connections to place for more socially and ecologically ‘sustainable’ ways of life on Earth 
(e.g. International Living Future Institute 2012; Relph 2008; Seamon 2013; Seamon and 
Sowers 2008). Yet as John Cameron (2003a, 104; 2001) notes, the links between greater 
place-responsiveness—that is, ‘a rich, deep connection with land and place’—and ‘ecological 
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responsiveness’, or a more holistic, attentive and action oriented ethics and practice to living 
in and with the world, remain unclear. Cameron points to a significant challenge; humanity’s 
engagement with the world is not as neat and linear as the apparent trajectory from one 
state (e.g. disconnection) to another (e.g. reconnection) might suggest. The relational ‘turn’ 
in the social sciences and moves to think in more socio-ecologically complex ways 
(Mugerauer 2012; Bennett 2009; Anderson and Harrison 2010) point to the potentially 
fragile ground upon which the hope in place for ecological sustainability might be based. 
This makes thinking critically about and through ‘place’ an important ongoing task for 
scholars and practitioners. 
This chapter reviews thinking about place as foundational and relational and explores the 
implications and challenges this presents in thinking and doing ‘sustainable’ city making in 
more-than-human worlds. The chapter reviews how ideas of place have changed since the 
1970s when Relph (1976) and Tuan (1977) raised the concept to western scholarly attention. 
The chapter then discusses how contemporary understandings of place engage with social 
and ecological challenges in the context of more-than-human worlds and the implications of 
these shifting conceptualisations for environmental ethics, practices and politics. Finally, the 
chapter reflects on why place, particularly place experience, is a concept still ripe for 
geographical and interdisciplinary exploration. I argue for a holistic view of place that takes 
seriously the particularities of a more-than-human place experience while also taking the 
idea of ecological responsiveness (an ecological ethic and practice) into account. I outline a 
theoretical framework to help guide inquiry that emerges from human (particularly cultural) 
geography, post-phenomenology (Ash and Simpson 2014), more-than-human thinking 
(Whatmore 2006; Abram 1997) and environmental ethics (Whatmore 2002; Barad 2007; 
Puig de la Bellacasa 2010; Haraway 2008). To build on John Cameron’s (2003a) idea of place 
responsiveness, it proposes the appropriateness of vital materialist views of place (Coole, 
2010; Coole & Frost, 2010; Jacobs & Malpas, 2013) and the idea of ecological responsiveness 
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that is informed by the plural and relational views of assemblage thinking (Dovey 2009; 
DeLanda 2006; McFarlane 2011a) and the metaphor of lines (Ingold 2015; Ingold 2011), the 
affective and political dimensions of non-representational thinking (Anderson and Harrison 
2010; Thrift 2008) and the politics of the urban as process or flows of socio-ecological 
change (Heynan, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006; Grove 2009).  
Shifting ideas of place 
From static to relational views of place 
Place has historically been understood as a static entity and experience, with such 
quintessential places as home typifying the ideal place (Lewicka 2011, 209). As Tuan (1977, 
6) argued, ‘if we think of space as that which allows movement, then place is pause’. Indeed, 
ideas of place have long been associated with the local and/or the familiar. And in an 
increasingly mobile world (Urry 2010) of people, practitioners, actors and things, ideas of 
and ties to special urban environments – homes, streets and communities wherever they 
may be in the world – remain important to people (Lewicka 2011; Casey 2001b, 685; Jacobs 
and Malpas 2013, 283). Likewise, as Relph and others who call for environmental action 
make clear, global problems have local consequences (Agyeman 2005; Relph 2008, 316). 
However, place today is conceived as far from merely local, a retreat to the stasis and 
security of home life. Today, in the context of socioecological challenges and uncertainty in 
the Anthropocene epoch, in which humans are a dominant yet far from controlling force on 
earth systems (Head 2015; Lovbrand et al. 2015), there is a greater emphasis on the 
dynamism of place as relational.  
To trace the shifts in ‘western’ thinking about place, we can look to how conceptions of 
place have changed since the 1970s. The work of human geographers Ted Relph and Yi-Fu 
Tuan in bringing the importance of ‘place’ over ‘space’ to scholarly attention in the 1970s is 
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well documented (Cresswell 2007; Seamon and Sowers 2008). Their work provided 
important insights into human experience of connection to and disconnection from the 
world. As Seamon and Sowers write, (2008, sec. Depth of place) Relph (1976) differentiated 
between experience of place and experience with place. In experiences of place, humans 
perceive a ‘persistent sameness’ for one place that allows them to differentiate this place 
from another. Experience with place, however, situates us inside, connected with place as 
meaningful (Seamon and Sowers 2008, sec. Depth of place). Tuan in his works Space and 
Place (1977) and Topophilia (1974) also brought meaning and experience to the fore. Both 
Tuan and Relph indicated that more was at stake with how ‘place’ was conceived and used 
than geographers in their time acknowledged.  
In these scholars we see hope in the potential and power of place and placemaking to create 
positive social change. In the city, place has long been at the centre of efforts to make or 
change urban environments, with urban planners and advocates such as Kevin Lynch (1960), 
Jane Jacobs  (1971), William H. Whyte (1988) and even Ebenezer Howard (1945) drawing on 
the promise of connection to place and making better places to revitalise city streets and 
neighbourhoods. And although I will not discuss the movement in detail here, architects, 
urban designers and planners still champion place as a positive and influential approach to 
city-making (Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) 2003; Project 
for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015c; City of Adelaide 2013). Central to these conceptualisations of 
place are ideas about place as meaning-ful and underpinned by what Relph terms authentic 
connection as opposed to inauthentic, standardised and subsequently placeless landscapes 
(Seamon and Sowers 2008; Relph 1976).  
Place in these early discussions can be mapped to look something like a spectrum of human 
experience underpinned by meaning (or lack of it) that sits within space as a void or 
container. Given the emphasis on meaning(ful/less) place experience, human-centric 
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framings continue to dominate place-based scholarship across disciplines, particularly 
discussions of sense of place and place attachment (Lewicka 2011; Low and Altman 1992). 
However, scholarship has increasingly called for expanding conceptualisations of place, 
reframing it as dynamic and relational and de-centring humans in post-human or more-than-
human worlds.  
Doreen Massey’s (2005; 1999) critique of space and place and her argument for a 
progressive or relational view of place was an instrumental early contribution in shifting the 
terrain of place theory. In the context of debates about time-space compression, 
globalisation and their ‘unsettling’ effects on human experience, Massey questioned ‘sense 
of place’ as a sense of ‘rootedness’ or ‘fixity’ which was seen to give rise to ‘reactionary 
nationalisms …[and] competitive localisms’ (Massey 1999, 151). Instead, she argued for 
place as an event, ‘a meeting place’ of ‘articulated moments in networks of social relations 
and understandings’ (Massey 1999, 154). Place here is ‘not self-closing and defensive but 
outward-looking’ (Massey 1999, 147). Almost a decade later, Massey (2005, 130) advocated 
a rejuvenation of space over place, defining it as a ‘simultaneity of stories-so-far’ and places 
as ‘collections of those stories’. Massey’s work profoundly reshaped the political questions 
about and implications for place and space. Place as an outward-looking 
‘throwntogetherness’ (Massey 2005, 131) at once changed the sense in which place is 
political and called for greater attention to the complexities of the politics of place. Massey 
also made the important point that this throwntogetherness of place ‘must take place within 
and between both human and nonhuman’ entities (Massey 2005, 131).  
Anthropologist Tim Ingold has also made a significant contribution to defining a relational 
place by emphasising its dynamism. For Ingold (2011, 154), places are ‘topics joined in 
stories of journeys actually made’. Ingold acknowledges his ‘place’ is very similar to Massey’s 
‘space’, however he argues against space because of its vacuous and empty connotations 
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(Ingold 2011, chap. 12). He is likewise hesitant about the term ‘place’ because of its duplicity 
– a bounded place in space – that he argues is used to justify exclusion, oppression and 
nationalist expansion (Ingold 2011, 147). I will not here go further into debates over the 
similarities and differences between space and place, except to restate that Ingold and 
Massey are both wary of bounded ideas of place. Ingold (2011) argues for dwelling and 
habitation and prefers the concept ‘wayfaring’ and the subsequent metaphors of paths, 
journeys and lines over ‘place’ to signify the dynamic states of being with the world. 
However, place in its expanded, relational and dynamic sense remains central to his account 
of this dynamic being. It is places, as knots of stories and potential, from which the threads 
of wayfaring ‘are tied’ (Ingold 2011, 149). Far from foreclosing or diminishing the 
significance of place, relational conceptions have in many ways been amplified as framing 
(largely) human experience. Yet in discussions around place in the city, place remains largely 
grounded in anthropocentric concerns about being, meaning and not being or feeling out-of-
place in a globalising, mobilising and profoundly urbanising world.  
The phenomenological underpinnings of place 
Geographical inquiries of place and sense of place have long drawn on phenomenological 
ideas as advanced by continental philosophers such as Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger 
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The emergence of phenomenology is often attributed to the 
work of Edmund Husserl who, at the beginning of the 20th century, proposed it as a 
philosophy in response to the prevailing Cartesian mind-body dualism that separates knower 
from known, subject from object, mind from body. Against this, a phenomenological 
perspective focuses on things as they are experienced. It understands human experience of 
the world as emplaced and based on interaction; that is, humans experience the world 
intersubjectively and it is their continual, intentional and pre-reflexive engagement with the 
‘things’ within the world that gives rise to everyday lived experience.  
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Phenomenological inquiry has been subject to critique as reductionist, positivist (e.g. see 
DeLanda 2006, 5) and humanistic, seeking to uncover objectively true essences of 
phenomena believed to be out there in the ‘real’ world. At the heart of such critiques seems 
to be an issue with phenomenology’s traditional attempts to seek out essences. Yet there is 
increasing recognition of ideas about dynamism, complexity and relationality that are 
suggested even in early phenomenological writings (Seamon 2013). To counter some of the 
criticism of contemporary phenomenological study as engaged in such reductionism and 
give greater status to the dynamism and complexity understood to be inherent to lived 
experience of the world, we can draw from Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) ideas about 
bodies and intentionality. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological ideas about the centrality of 
the body and its inevitable intentionality toward other things have heavily informed place 
scholarship (e.g. Abram 1997; Casey 2001b; Coole 2010; Ingold 2011; Seamon 2013). He 
suggested that it is through embodiment that humans experience the world in constant 
relation with other things (human and nonhuman). Like Massey, he viewed place as a 
structure or a ‘network of relationships’ (Seamon 1983, 133). For Merleau-Ponty, humans 
are always oriented in relation with other entities but it is their embodiment that is central 
to lived experience. It is Merleau-Ponty’s apparently early move to decentre the human and 
promote the dynamism of place that is advanced by scholars (such as Abram 1997; Casey 
2001b; Coole 2010) who work in the environmental field today. His influence on non-
representational theories (Anderson and Harrison 2010 see Introduction), post-humanist 
social practice theories (Simonsen 2013), new materialism (Coole 2010) and the political 
ecology of Bennett’s (2009) call for the pre-eminence of ‘vibrant matter’ suggest that 
Merleau-Ponty’s ideas are a significant starting point to extend experience beyond a human-
centric frame.  
Other philosophers have also grappled with the challenge of decentring but not eliminating 
human experience from place and offer useful departure points. The phenomenological 
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account of place advanced by Edward Casey has been influential in promoting a dynamic yet 
foundational ‘place.’ Casey (2001b, 684) argues that human beings are always geographical 
selves, ‘oriented and situated in place.’ In his words (2001b, 683), ‘the body is recognised as 
integral to selfhood’ and ‘place is regarded as constitutive of one’s sense of self’. For Casey 
(2001b, 684 emphasis in original), therefore, humans exist in a place-world; ‘there is no 
place without self and no self without place.’  
Jeff Malpas’ account of place similarly positions human existence in a framework of place 
and experience but moves some way from the human exceptionalism Casey alludes to. Place 
for Malpas (1999, 18) becomes ‘an open region within which a variety of elements are 
brought to light through their mutual interrelation and juxtaposition within that region’. 
Experience is also defined broadly as ‘human existence as it comprises capacities to think, to 
feel, to grasp, to act and so on’ (Malpas 1999, 16 emphasis added). Malpas positions place 
as prior to and necessary for human experience to occur. In Place and Experience (1999), 
Malpas is not interested in place as experienced but place ‘as a structure within which 
experience ... is possible’ (Malpas 1999, 71). Place for both Casey and Malpas is what 
‘mediates social life’ (Gieryn 2000, 467). However, an important point of difference is that 
Malpas does not consider his account phenomenological, but argues instead for a 
topographical view of place that understands place ‘through the interrelation and inter-
connection of distinct, irreducible, but interrelated components’ (Malpas 1999, 18). 
Phenomenology’s emphasis on the self means that phenomenological conceptions of place 
as foundational have been criticised as being overwhelmingly anthropocentric. Malpas, too, 
is largely concerned with human experience and is human-centric in that he does not go so 
far as to attribute agency to nonhuman things. However, his philosophy of place does 
deprioritise the human subject by directing understanding and analysis to interdependence 
between human and nonhuman entities.  
Explorations with place for ecologically responsive urban dwelling | Robertson 	
27 
 
The challenge of moving beyond human, western, and dualistic views 
Despite phenomenological and relational attempts to bridge dualisms, it has been a 
continuing challenge for scholars writing about place to move beyond them. Enduring 
conceptions of place as stable versus space as uncontained movement and human–nature 
divisions are just two examples of this struggle. Relatedly, the emphasis on meaningful/less 
place experience has seen human-centric framings continue to dominate. In response to the 
former, many critical geographers call for greater emphasis on topological thinking that 
highlights ‘weaving and relating’ as opposed to the stabilising and bounding work of 
topographical analysis that prioritises ‘distance and position’ (Rose and Wylie 2006, 475). 
Regarding the latter, critiques of anthropocentrism in conceptions of place can fail to 
acknowledge the significant ways of understanding and living in the world where 
engagement with place-worlds can take very different forms, as indicated in work on place 
and Indigenous ideas (Bawaka Country et al. 2016; Cameron 2003b; Larsen and Johnson 
2016; D. B. Rose 2004) or connection to place in Asian philosophies (Abram 1997). It is not 
within the scope of this thesis to venture into an adequate discussion of these ideas or their 
influence on what are seen as ‘western’ views. Any limited discussion would not do justice 
to the depth and complexity of these points of view nor engage with the ethics and politics 
of crossing cultural knowledge frontiers (see Coulthard 2014). What is important, however, 
is not to carelessly co-opt such knowledge but, with respect to connections and difference, 
develop a greater sense of what place looks like for ‘western’ scholarship (Head 2016).  
The social and environmental arguments for place 
What emerges from the shifts in conceptions of place briefly outlined above—from static to 
relational yet still meaningful accounts of human experience—is a continual emphasis on the 
potential and power of place(making) to create positive social change. Relph not only 
believed place mattered for people, but that better understanding how people experience 
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connection to place was essential to realising better places for people (Seamon and Sowers 
2008). Central to these hopeful conceptualisations are ideas about place as meaningful, 
authentic (Relph, 1976), and as underpinned by place-based notions of connection, care 
(Williams 2017; Till 2012), and Indigenous Australian ideas of caring for Country (D. B. Rose 
2004; Bawaka Country et al. 2015; S. Wright et al. 2012). As Bawaka Country et al. (2016, 
456) write, ‘Country’ in Aboriginal English ‘includes humans, more-than-humans and all that 
is tangible and non-tangible and which become together in an active, sentient, mutually 
caring and multidirectional manner in, with and as place/space.’ In the city, place has long 
been at the centre of efforts to make or change urban environments, with urban planners 
and advocates (e.g. Jacobs, 1971; Lynch, 1960; Whyte, 1988) drawing on the promise of 
connection to place and the making of better places to revitalise city streets and 
neighbourhoods. Today, architects, urban designers, and planners still champion place as a 
positive and influential approach to city-making (e.g. Commission for Architecture and the 
Built Environment (CABE) 2003; Mang and Reed 2012; Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015c).  
Bringing ‘nature’ back into urban realms has been an important part of these placemaking 
efforts (e.g. Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015c) and is supported by a wealth of studies 
linking human exposure to nature to positive health and well-being outcomes (Maller et al. 
2009). Environmental psychology has studied the social and health benefits for humans of 
increased place attachment (Lewicka 2011), including the importance of urban green spaces 
for human health and wellbeing  (Carrus et al. 2015; Kellert, Heerwagen, and Mador 2011; 
Lee and Maheswaran 2011; Soga and Gaston 2016). However, many of these studies and 
initiatives have focused on the benefits of nature for humans. The question of where a more 
ecological sustainability agenda fits into ideas about place is less clear. As I have already 
noted, being attached or responsive to place and being ecologically responsive are not 
necessarily commensurate goals or outcomes (Cameron 2003a). Engagement with place can 
take different forms and be in part, at least, attributed to very different motivations and 
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pursue very different ‘environmental’ outcomes (Hopwood, Mellor, and O’Brien 2005; 
Ramkissoon, Weiler, and Smith 2012).  
The humanist and positivist lenses of much scholarship that deals with place and 
environmental outcomes do not necessarily, therefore, always consider that the gap 
between values and actions or between intentions and practice can be large (Moloney and 
Strengers 2014; Shove and Walker 2014). Another issue positivist approaches to place and 
ecological responsiveness can leave unsettled is that ‘nature’ (like place) is itself a shifting 
entity, not something out there or within us humans but ‘part of the way we make sense of 
the world for ourselves’ (Castree 2014, 46).  Finally, there is the potentially problematic 
language of ‘reconnecting to nature’, which not only ignores the fact that ‘nature is 
everywhere in cities’ (Mugerauer 2012, 272) but also ‘suggests a past time in which humans 
were more connected than they are today’ (Cooke, West, and Boonstra 2016, 835). 
Towards a post-phenomenological and more-than-human place 
Despite its ambiguities, ideas of place persist and remain important for scholarship, urban 
dwelling, and city-making. However, conceptions of place as (a) largely human-centric and 
meaning-infused and (b) foundational, relational, and dynamic appear somewhat 
contradictory. These apparent tensions are further confounded by ideas about ‘more-than-
human worlds’ and the ‘human–nonhuman’ entanglements that are understood to make up 
all being in the world (Abram 1997; Whatmore 2002). Indeed, moves by geographers and 
others to think beyond human-centric and stabilising framings of urban dwelling have 
significant implications for place scholarship. 
Post-phenomenology and more-than-human theories offer promising pathways to explore 
these unsettled relationships between human engagements with place, their engagements 
with ‘nature,’ and socio-ecological challenges. Post-phenomenology is a loose term given to 
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scholars who ‘attempt to escape the subject-centred nature of classical phenomenological 
thought’ (Ash and Simpson 2014, 49) and ‘expand the realm of what the (experiential) 
human is’ (Lea, 2009, cited in Ash and Simpson 2014, 49). Meanwhile, a more-than-human 
frame looks beyond humans to human–nonhuman entanglements to problematise the 
boundaries between the ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’ (including organisms, abiotic elements, 
technologies, and other ‘things’). This thinking builds on the insights of an expansive body of 
work in animal geographies (Buller 2014; van Dooren and Rose 2012) to radically decentre 
humans and ensure that modes of inquiry acknowledge the vitality, even agency, of ‘vibrant 
matter’ (Bennett 2009) as this material vitality is enmeshed with human influence (Head 
2016; Whatmore 2006). In short, more-than-human thinking ‘neither presume[s] that socio-
material change is an exclusively human achievement nor exclude[s] the “human” from the 
stuff of fabrication’ (Whatmore 2006, 604). Together, post-phenomenological and more-
than-human scholarship pursue more holistic and relational, yet not unproblematised, 
accounts of experience and being as embedded in more-than-human entanglements (e.g. 
Bennett 2009; Coole 2010; Mugerauer 2010; Mugerauer 2012). 
Post-phenomenological and more-than-human work has not always focused specifically on 
‘place.’ However, this work does have implications for how geographers think about and 
through place, particularly in the context of how place-responsive urban dwelling might 
facilitate positive socio-ecological change. It poses potentially significant challenges to the 
assumptions underpinning the hope in (re-)engaging people with ‘nature’ and place in the 
city. In particular, this hope in place begs questions about framings of ethics, politics, and 
meaning in relational accounts of urban dwelling. I now turn to these questions to suggest 
that more-than-human theories and post-phenomenological ideas informed by insights from 
urban political ecology and non-representational thinking offer potentially fruitful avenues 
to extend thinking about place. One potential of these theories is that in decentring humans, 
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new terrain is opened for scholars to think about the possibilities of place-responsiveness 
for the making of more ‘sustainable’ urban realms. 
A place-responsive and ecologically-responsive ethics?  
Across literature on environmental ethics, stewardship and green citizenship, ‘place’ and the 
idea of ‘ecological responsiveness’ are often woven together, with environmental goals 
understood to emerge out of or at least be tied to deeper place connections. Departing from 
Cameron (2001; 2003a), this study explores the links between the idea of place and a 
practiced ethic of ecological responsiveness as it relates to the entities with whom/what 
humans dwell in more-than-human worlds. The question of what ecological responsiveness 
might be in this context is, like the concept ‘place’, difficult to answer in isolation or as a 
universal. To gain an insight into what it might look like in theory, we need to delve into 
environmental ethics. Cameron (2003a) turns to the work of environmental philosopher 
Ingrid Stefanovic, and I will discuss her work here as well as the ideas of Freya Mathews 
(1999) and Robert Mugerauer  (2012; 2010). However it is the more useful 
conceptualisations of relational and more-than-human ethics as advanced by Whatmore 
(2002), Barad (2007), Haraway (2008) and Bennett (2009) from where I suggest it is most 
helpful to depart. These scholars draw on feminist insights and largely reject the binaries of 
modernity, instead emphasising a better grounding in and acceptance of the world as it is in 
process, shared with nonhuman entities. Importantly, they address the part played by 
humans in this process. 
Stefanovic (2000) presents a promising argument for the significance of a 
phenomenologically-informed and place-based ethic to guide humans in their pursuit of 
environmental sustainability. ‘By enlarging our understanding of one another,’ she says, ‘the 
possibility emerges of a place-based ethic that respects the bonds that tie us to our dwelling 
places but one that also allows for continuing dialogue as we collectively reflect on 
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environmental questions of right and wrong’ (Stefanovic 2000, 135–36). Robert Mugerauer 
(2010) similarly argues for a holistic approach that acknowledges the complexity of what he 
refers to as the ‘arc of life’ (2010, 33). He advocates a phenomenological understanding of 
the world that draws on new epistemologies, including complexity theory and post-
positivist/post-structuralist theories, to move beyond the dualistic and exclusionary 
categories ‘ecological’ and ‘social’.  
Freya Mathews draws on Taoist and Indigenous Australian philosophies to suggest that what 
is needed is an ethic of letting things be (Mathews 1999). Through her counter-modern and 
deep green ethic she argues for viewing nature as ‘whatever happens when we, or other 
agents under the direction of abstract thought, let things be, while artifice is what happens 
when such agents redirect events towards their own ends’ (Mathews 1999, 120). This stance 
of letting the world be is profoundly proactive in that it involves resisting the temptation to 
intervene in nature, which Mathews understands not as what it was before human 
intervention but as a constant ‘unfolding’ or an ‘inherent “law” of self-realisation’ (Mathews 
1999, 121). In such a dynamic world, we can always return to nature provided we 
acknowledge its presence and its changing form. For Mathews, such acknowledgement is 
grounded in reinhabitation, the human sense of and reconnection with place (Mathews 
1999, 131).  
Indeed, Mathews’ ethic of stepping back and letting the world be, of acknowledging the 
limits of human control and the impacts of human intervention, is appealing. Yet it poses 
significant challenges for environmental advocates and those involved in making more 
‘ecologically sustainable’ cities. It is not clear how humans are to determine the boundaries 
between letting be and living their everyday lives. In some ways, Mathew’s philosophy 
seems to support accepting human engagement and impact in and on the world while also 
suggesting that it (nature out there) continues to function in a similar way irrespective of us 
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humans. At its extreme, her ethic also seems to suggest that all human intervention, such as 
efforts to make more ecologically sustainable places (Mathews 1999, 132), are disruptive 
while the intervening work of other species is not. In the context of more-than-human 
worlds, such an environmental ethic and politics perhaps leaves us humans wanting simply 
because there is no way to remove human intervention when we, as humans, are always 
already engaged in relation with the world (Massey 2005; Whatmore 2002; Haraway 2008). 
Despite this critique of Mathews’ view, there is something immensely appealing in learning 
from the Toaist and Indigenous Australian ways of being in the world from which she draws.3 
An ethic, politics and practice that recognises human engagement with the world, that 
enables and acknowledges its inherent capacity to change and every thing’s inevitable 
capacity to be ‘touched by the processes of life … and to be fed into the cycle of decay and 
rebirth’ (Mathews 1999, 124), suggests a significant redistribution of agency to the 
nonhuman world.  
More recent work on reframing environmental ethics in the context of relational and more-
than-human worlds considers these difficulties. A relational ethics attempts to move ethics 
beyond its centring of the rational and autonomous individual human or state as the spring 
of ethical force (Whatmore 2002). Scholars such as Whatmore (2002), Barad (2007), 
Haraway (2008), Bennett (2009) and others have argued for an ethic ‘that places 
corporeality and hybridity at its heart’ (Whatmore 2002, 109). Kate Wright (2014, para. 3) 
proposes ‘an ethics of entanglement which challenges the idea that an organism’s individual 
body is the primary site for ethical encounter.’ Human emplacement in relational and more-
than-human worlds remains central to this ethic. Wright (2014) draws on Merleau-Ponty’s 
‘flesh’ to ground a relational ethics in an intentional body. A decade earlier, Edward Casey 
                                                             
3 Mathews suggests Aboriginal Australian ‘cultures evince a powerful engagement with the given that ensures 
their continuity with their own past but also their flexibility in the face of an almost unimaginable scale of 
externally imposed change’ (Mathews, 1999, p. 134-5). 
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(2001a) positioned the ethical imperative as ever present in and emerging from the mindless 
act of the glance, whether acknowledged or not. He argued that the ethical imperative for 
environmental issues needs to acknowledge that ‘every entity of the environment, both 
human and nonhuman, belongs to the natural world, and it belongs there in virtue of the 
particular place it inhabits … Every entity, living or not, is part of this world, and therefore 
the ultimate ground of ethical force in the environment belongs properly to this world as a 
complicated nexus of places’ (Casey 2001a, 7 emphasis added). Casey’s place-based ethic 
has been criticised as being anthropocentric (Larsen and Johnson 2016), dragging 
‘nonhumans up to human level’ (MacCormack, 2014, cited in Houston et al. 2017, 11), yet 
Casey’s interest in the glance is an important move in repositioning and enlarging the scope 
of environmental ethics.  
Human ‘response-abilities’ are also vital for Haraway (2008, 36) who positions the ethical 
imperative in the everyday responsiveness of touch, which ‘ramifies and shapes 
accountability. … Touch, regard, looking back, becoming with – all these make us responsible 
in unpredictable ways for which worlds take shape.’ Haraway argues that what is needed to 
move beyond human exceptionalism is an ethic of ‘becoming with’, which is ‘to hold in 
regard, to respond, to look back reciprocally, to notice, to pay attention, to have courteous 
regard for, to esteem … To know companion and species together in encounter’ (Haraway 
2008, 19). In urban theory, Houston and colleagues (2017, 10) have argued to extend 
Haraway’s idea toward the post-human ethic of ‘becoming-world’ in order to ‘move away 
from speciesism and away from individualised rights’. As these authors call for making ‘kin’ 
not cities, they echo the call by Bennett (2009) to recognise that humans are ‘vital 
materiality and we are surrounded by it, though we do not always see it that way. The 
ethical task’ is therefore, ‘to cultivate the ability to discern nonhuman vitality, to become 
perpetually open to it’ (Bennett 2009, 14).  
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The work of all these scholars is thoroughly more-than, sometimes post-human, yet this 
does not, in their view, dissolve human responsibility but enmesh it further in the relations 
and entanglements within which all beings are in fact always engaged. As Barad (cited in 
Wright, 2014, sec. Conclusion) has written, humans  
‘are always already responsible to the other with whom or which we are entangled, not through 
conscious intent, but through the various ontological entanglements that materiality entails … 
Ethics is therefore not about right response to a radically exterior/ised other, but about 
responsibility and accountability for the lively relationalities of becoming of which we are a part.’   
The point of this lengthy discussion of ethics is to highlight reconceptualisations that are in 
many ways distinct yet share in the pursuit of making ethics less human and more socio-
ecologically entangled. A minimal humanism persists in these accounts of a relational, more-
than-human and place-responsive ethics; however, this is not necessarily a return to human 
exceptionalism. Leaving human exceptionalism behind in framings of place that strive to be 
more ecological is an important project, but it does not necessarily follow that we should 
attempt to transcend humanism altogether.   
If we acknowledge that humans are bound within complex interrelationships with vibrant 
matter in the world and that the actions, affectivities and vitalities of all entities respond to 
and pre-empt those of other entities, we can begin to see the difficulty of prescribing 
environmentally responsive ways of becoming with the world in cities. Stefanovic (2000) 
notes that an environmental ethic comes down to humans being capable of humility. Taking 
the implications of this further, we see Cameron (2003a), Stefanovic (2000) and others such 
as Cooke & Lane (2015) who argue for the importance of ecological responsiveness as a 
continuing process of learning and of doing; of ‘enacting the biosphere, rather than 
reconnecting to it’ (Cooke, West, and Boonstra 2016, 839). For these scholars, enacting the 
biosphere involves more than merely mental connection to its liveliness but also involves 
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acknowledging the material, and I would add, the temporal dimensions of such becoming-
with the world.4  
Perhaps then, we can begin to define ecological responsiveness broadly in theory in light of 
more-than-human and post-phenomenological ideas, before we see how, or perhaps if, it 
can be lived in everyday life. In this vein, ecological responsiveness could be considered a 
dynamic and enacted yet enmeshed ethic that actively acknowledges the intra-relationships 
in which ‘humans’ (as vital matter themselves) are always engaged in becomings-with more-
than-human entities and more-than-human worlds. An ecologically responsive ethic is one in 
which humans acknowledge human and more-than-human agency (Bennett 2009; 
Mugerauer 2012; Steele, Mata, and Fünfgeld 2015) with humility, letting intra-actions (Barad 
2007) grow and remaining responsive as they change.  
How might we better understand place experience and the shifting within more-than-
human place-worlds towards such an ethic and practice? In the following section, I step 
through how post-phenomenology, urban political ecology (UPE), non-representational 
theory (NRT) and more-than-human thinking can enrich understandings of socio-ecological 
entanglements of more-than-human becomings-with in the city. For it is arguably only once 
we have better understandings of the minutiae of place experience that we can begin to 
consider the movement of cities and people from one state to another.  
Attending to the political ecologies of place 
An ecologically-oriented ethics as discussed above is inevitably entangled with the politics of 
place. Massey's work (1999, 2005) on place as an outward-looking ‘throwntogetherness’ 
                                                             
4 There is much discussion amongst more-than-human scholars about the best term or way to discuss more 
ethical and ecologically oriented human-nonhuman relations. These are vital questions. However, I persist with 
the language of ‘becoming-with’ because of the way it situates humans in more-than-human or post-human 
worlds. Braidotti (2018, chap. Introduction) has refuted critics who suggest the post-human leaves humans 
behind, instead emphasising that post-humanism is in part a re-emphasis on questions of what it is to be human. 
To sidestep this criticism, I have used the language of more-than-human. 
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changed the sense in which place was seen as political and called for greater attention to the 
complexities of the politics of place. Massey pointed out that place is ‘an arena where 
negotiation is forced upon us’ (Massey 2005, 154). It is not therefore de-politicised but 
implies a politics of connectivity (Massey 2004). As Massey noted, a relational place 
‘change[s] us, not through some visceral belonging (some barely changing rootedness) ... but 
through the practicing of place, the negotiation of intersecting trajectories’ (Massey 2005, 
154).  
Just as the ethical imperative is repositioned in relational and more-than-human entangled 
becomings-with, so too are questions of equity and of power; of who speaks, acts, thinks for 
whom/what and why. Central to these questions are ideas about agency. Agency is much 
debated amongst more-than-human and post-human theorists. However there is a common 
move to shift agency from being a human attribute bestowed on nonhumans to a force that 
is ‘distributed across an ontologically heterogeneous field’ (Bennett 2009, 23), or in Barad’s 
words, across ‘the ongoing reconfiguring of spacetimemattering’ (Barad 2014, 174).5 Agency 
becomes not ‘the capacity for individual, wilful action, but … the ability to affect and be 
affected’ (Poe et al. 2014, 905). It is this dynamic and unsettled potential of connectivity that 
draws place scholars into the environmental context because it enables a reconfiguring of 
the politics of human–nature relations (Bennett 2009; Cameron 2001; Kaika 2012; 
Swyngedouw and Kaika 2014). The politics of place are always contextual and with that 
come calls and opportunities to respond. In cities, the politics of the ‘mutual indifferences 
and outright antagonisms’ can be heightened as the trajectories of place constantly weave 
together (Massey 2005, 169).  
                                                             
5 It should be noted that Barad (2007) and Bennett (2009) propose very different accounts of matter in post-
human and more-than-human worlds, respectively. Indeed, Barad (2003, 2007) critiques the idea of ‘things’ as 
the ontological unit of inquiry while Bennett (2009) argues for the vitality of things and ‘thing-power’. In part, this 
difference emerges from debates about whether it is through knotted entanglements or assemblages that the 
world is rendered dynamic. I shall return later in this chapter to comment on this debate and the usefulness of 
these competing conceptualisations for better understanding place experience. 
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A persistent way the politics of place manifest is through binaries (Kaika 2004; Kaika 2012). 
Scholars who emphasise a relational and performative view of place largely embrace 
complexity and encourage the transcendence of binaries. Post-phenomenology and more-
than-human thinking encourage us to transcend the restrictiveness of binaries. As 
Mugerauer (2010, 36) notes, the invention of the phenomenological term ‘lifeworld’ was 
developed to avoid dualisms and prevent abstraction. Yet it is not necessarily achievable nor 
useful to completely do away with segmentarity (Deleuze and Guattari 1988) or territoriality 
(Jones 2009) in discussions of place. It can be helpful, for instance, to take something apart 
conceptually (or follow its lived divisions) only to see the arbitrary distinctions and flows that 
make such segmentation futile (see Bennett 2009; Kaika 2012). The insights of an anti-
essentialist urban political ecology (UPE) (Grove 2009) and environmental justice can help 
work through the construction of binaries in more-than-human place experience. 
UPE is a diverse body of work concerned with the uneven distribution of metabolic flows 
that are both economic and ecological and that structure processes of ‘socionatural’ and 
‘socio-technical’ urbanisation (Gabriel 2014; Swyngedouw 2006). It emphasises that binaries 
are enormously influential in shaping dominant narratives of nature and society, and the 
politics entwined in place experience in cities (Swyngedouw 2006). Significantly for 
explorations of place, UPE points to the global significance of apparently local ‘human’–
‘nature’ interactions and accentuates the political ramifications of local socio-material flows 
for socially and ecologically just urban dwelling (Swyngedouw 2006). For instance, Maria 
Kaika's (2012) work on flows of water reminds us of the way dialectical binaries of good/bad 
and inside/outside create peaceful, restorative, and static ideas of home and place. It also 
shows how these ideas influence constructions of nature and the city. Meanwhile, Miriam 
Williams (2017) has explored practices of what she terms ‘care-full justice’ to link mundane 
‘place-based’ practices and an ethic of care with more abstract notions of justice. A criticism 
of UPE has been its narrow focus on urban metabolism (Gabriel 2014; Grove 2009), while 
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criticism of some environmental justice and UPE work has been their narrow emphasis on 
social injustice (Poe et al. 2014; Schlosberg 2013). There are important tensions between 
UPE and post-phenomenological approaches. Yet when they are informed by more-than-
human thinking, these approaches helpfully direct research toward the socio-ecological 
micro politics of urban dwelling and, by extension, their implications for processes of urban 
and ecologically oriented place(making). 
Affect, practices, and vital materialities 
The insights of post-phenomenology, more-than-human thinking and UPE suggest that more 
so than focusing on division, it is perhaps more important to explore in more depth the 
moments of encounter that call the binaries discussed above (and the status quo they may 
perpetuate) into question. Scholars seeking to understand place generally recognise that 
experience is more complicated than binaries allow, but that this does not mean we should 
abandon them. UPE and non-representational theories (NRT) encourage us to question 
these segmentations, particularly dualisms, because these have political ramifications. 
Indeed, the focus of (urban) political ecologists and NRT scholars on the politics of the 
particular is a vital step in better understanding the role of place in the making of more 
ecologically sustainable cities, not in their abstract complexity or their apparent ‘place-
based’ localness but as they are experienced through place by humans. Put another way, it 
explores the particularities of the ways place frames the experience and the responsiveness 
of humans in entangled and processual urban realms.  
The attention post-phenomenological, more-than-human and UPE modes of inquiry 
encourage toward the particularities of place is, therefore, a further reason for thinking 
through these bodies of theory. Central to understanding these particularities is the shift 
from seeing place as the result of only human meaning thrown out into space to create 
‘place’, to focusing on the affectivities of place experience that are always in the making. 
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NRT is helpful here as it emphasises the possibilities of place as always in the making – 
place(making) – through its focus on affect. Affect can be understood very broadly as the 
movement of entities toward each other. For Whatmore (2006, 604) affect is ‘the force of 
intensive relationality – intensities that are felt but not personal; visceral but not confined to 
an indivuated body’. Affects might be the ‘properties, competencies, modalities, energies, 
attunements, arrangements and intensities … that act on bodies, are produced through 
bodies and transmitted by bodies’ (Lorimer 2008, 552). If ‘the modern self is constituted 
through our engagement with objects and place’ (Jacobs & Malpas, 2013, p. 285) exploring 
affectivity requires us to also focus on the materiality of place and place experience. Given 
the world is ‘never an out there’ (Anderson and Harrison 2010, 8), a focus on affect and 
materiality can bring the performativity of place and place experience to light. 
NRT's emphasis on affect is also helpful for thinking through and about place because it 
encourages explorations that emphasise embodiment and practice— the social, material, 
temporal, and discursive doings that help make place. In the sense of a discussion about 
how to respond to significant socio-ecological challenges, this focus on practices 
acknowledges the important critique of theories of social practice that moves to encourage 
social and environmental change have too long and unsuccessfully focused on changing 
individuals as if they are agents engaged in always rationally intentional behaviour (Shove 
2010); a focus that is said to ignore the significant gap between what humans value and how 
they act in relation to these values (Moloney and Strengers 2014). Yet those who advocate 
theories of practice have by and large not explicitly tackled the issue of place, its affective 
dimensions or its politics. Margaret Wetherell (2012) in her account of affective practice and 
Kirsten Simonsen (2013; 2007) in her practice-oriented reading of Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology are two exceptions to this. Both have emphasised the meanings of 
practices to conceptualise lived experience as paths woven together through embodied 
practice.  
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Beyond the field of social practice theory, a number of scholars have begun to explore the 
particularities of material and temporal intra-relations between humans and nonhumans in 
the home (Ginn 2014; Head 2016; Power 2009) and within urban environments (Seamon 
2013; Poe et al. 2014; van Dooren and Rose 2012; Power 2009). They illustrate that to pay 
attention to affect, to bodily practices, and to the vitality of material entanglements is to pay 
attention to the minutiae of place experience. By emphasising materiality, relationality and 
embodiment (or thought as bound in action/practices), NRT therefore aligns with a post-
phenomenological and more-than-human environmental ethics that seeks to re-centre the 
importance of complexity and movement in how humans frame their doings and their 
understandings of these doings as they engage in becoming-with the world. 
 
Placial metaphors: Assembling and/or journeying through? 
I have argued that post-phenomenology, more-than-human thinking, UPE, and NRT all help 
think through the entanglements of place and place experience in relational more-than-
human urban realms. Important to this work is analysis that thinks through rigid binaries but 
also acknowledges their persistence (Jones 2009). Scholars continue to debate the best 
metaphors to think through place as theory and as experienced. The differences between 
topological (Amin 2004; Hinchliffe et al. 2013; Massey 2004) and topographical accounts 
(Malpas, 1999; Rose & Wylie, 2006) or between thinking through the parts and wholes of 
assemblages (Bennett 2009; Dovey 2009; McFarlane 2011a; Poe et al. 2014) or through 
metabolic flows or lines/journeys are two examples (Ingold 2011; Kaika 2012). These are 
often pitted against each other, however, the complexity and depths of place experience 
and the ethical and political implications of these uneven experiences suggest that we need 
to consider mixing, or at least destabilising, metaphors to render the simultaneous 
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boundedness, openness, and emergence (Malpas 2012) of relational ‘place’ in all its more-
than-human dynamism. Here, I will argue that both metaphors of place as assembled/ing 
and lines/flows can helpfully articulate how places are made and experienced. 
Assemblages of place 
Assemblage thinking is a theoretically fruitful approach to assist phenomenology to explain 
the complex socio-technical-ecological-cultural-geographic entity that is understood as place 
experience. Emerging from Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (1988), assemblage 
thinking encourages us to see the intricacies of lived experience and the things that make it 
up to provide a more satisfying explanation for the complexity and potential of human and 
nonhuman being in the world. Dovey (2009) writes that places are always assemblages. 
Place ‘is a dynamic ensemble of people and environment that is at once material and 
experiential, spatial and social’ (Dovey 2009, 7). Assemblages are ‘entities that are products 
of historical processes’; they are ‘wholes whose properties emerge from the interaction 
between parts’ but are not reducible to these parts (DeLanda 2006, 3, 5). Whether an 
assemblage is an interpersonal network, a social justice movement or a city or region, it 
‘may be both analysable in separate parts and at the same time have irreducible properties, 
properties that emerge from the interactions between parts’ (DeLanda 2006, 10). Scholars 
who turn to assemblage thinking (e.g. Dovey 2009; McFarlane 2011a; Bennett 2009) attempt 
to navigate through the complexity hidden by dominant dualisms, for instance, between 
place as ‘pre-given or … socially constructed’ (Dovey 2009, 6). Places cannot be reduced ‘to 
text, to materiality or to subjective experience… to essence nor social construction’ (Dovey 
2009, 17). This work aims to give shape to the movement inherent in place. Dovey’s (2009, 
16) explanation of a street as a place assemblage emphasises the interrelationships between 
parts:  
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‘a street is not a thing, nor is it just a collection of discrete things. The buildings, trees, cars, 
sidewalks, goods, people, signs, etc. all come together to become the street, but it is the 
connections between them that makes it an assemblage or place … An assemblage is also 
dynamic … It is the flows of life, traffic, goods that give the street … its sense of place.’ 
As I have already discussed, the use of assemblage is taken further by scholars such as 
Bennett (2009) who argue for the vitality of things. For Bennett (2009, 5), things are vibrant, 
vital or ‘vivid entitles not entirely reducible to the contexts in which (human) subjects set 
them’.   
Lines and flows 
However, drawing on the metaphor of parts and wholes has also been criticised. Ingold 
(2011; 2015) and Barad (2007) argue that ‘things’ should not be the primary unit of analysis. 
Ingold (2015; 2011, 9–10) has criticised the notion of assemblage because of its focus on 
segmentarity and the attribution of what is made to human makers. Instead of this building 
perspective, Ingold initially argued for a dwelling perspective that situates weavers not as 
bearers of prior intentions but as ‘in amongst a world of materials’ they work with (Ingold 
2011, 10). More recently, Ingold (2015) has moved to articulate this perspective in the 
language of lines and knots. Against Deleuze and Guattari’s (1988) metaphor of ‘and … and 
… and’ to render intertwined relationships, Ingold (2015, sec. 607) argues for the metaphor 
of the knot and the analogy of ‘with … with … with’ because it expresses the sympathy 
through which parts are bound. ‘Untying the knot, therefore, is not a disarticulation. It does 
not break things into pieces. It is rather a casting off, whence lines that once were bound 
together go their different ways’ (Ingold 2015, sec. 641). This suggests the importance of 
human experience not in the Heidegarrian sense of ‘being-in’ the world, but as ‘becoming’ 
(Dovey 2009, 6; Ingold 2011). And more than just becoming in the world, as we have seen, a 
more-than-human framing suggests we are ever becoming-with (Haraway 2008) the entities 
that make up placeworlds.  
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Despite the differences in these metaphors, across more-than-human literature, they are 
nonetheless mixed. This is often the case where a sense of agency or vitality is pursued in 
order to think through the political dimensions of intra-relations in more-than-human 
worlds. Urban political ecology’s focus on flows is an example of the ways in which 
metaphors of movement are used to acknowledge difference through intra-relating. For 
instance, Swyngedouw (2006) argues for Haraway’s ‘hybridity’ and ‘cyborg’ over Latour’s 
apolitical networks. Swyngedouw (citing Zoutini 2004, 2006, 114) declares that ‘Haraway 
views any entity as an embodiment  of relations, an implosion , the threads of which should 
be teased apart in order to understand it. Whereas Latour views any entity as a piece of 
matter that is continuously affected and that contracts links with a larger network that 
allows it to live, to be.’ The point here is not to separate out social and ecological entities 
(see Cooke, West, and Boonstra 2016) but to view more-than-human entanglements and be 
open to their sometimes uneven intra-relating. For non-representational scholars (Anderson 
and Harrison 2010; Thrift 2008) but also for Dovey (2009), DeLanda (2006), urban political 
ecologists and Ingold (2015), entities understood as assemblages and/or lines are emergent, 
seeped in potential and possibility, or in Ingold’s (2015) terms, knots of becoming. For this 
study of human experience of more-than-human entanglements and the possibilities for 
intervening in the making of urban places, it is important to be attentive and open to the 
different renderings of place as experienced and to more-than-human entanglements in the 
city. This means being open to mixing and destabilising metaphors, but also paying attention 
to the implications of doing so.    
Socially and ecologically-focused design, community, time and 
place experience  
I have stated that one central challenge this study explores is how, if at all, humans reorient 
through place-responsiveness to ecological responsiveness. The discussion of place as a 
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knotted or entangled assemblage/journey of becoming-with points to the second core 
problem this study explores, which is about the role of design for place. One arena where we 
might be able to explore the potential for movement between place and ecological 
responsiveness and its role in shaping more sustainable urban places is in environmentally 
or ecologically sustainable residential design (ESrD) projects. I turn to review 
environmentally sustainable residential design in the context of place in further detail in 
Chapter four. For now it is simply noted that while the intention of making great places has 
become an accepted indicator of good design practice (e.g. Transport, Planning and Local 
Infrastructure 2010), many urban environments are still seen to suffer from ‘placelessness’ 
(Aravot 2002, 203–4; Kunstler 2013). The focus of this critique is a human-centric one. Yet 
there are also many committed environmental designers, community members and 
organisations that either directly or indirectly draw on ideas of and community attachment 
to places to design and build urban eco-developments (e.g. International Living Future 
Institute 2012; One Planet Living 2012; Pickerill 2016).  
Earlier I touched on Mathews’ (1999; 2005) environmental ethic of reinhabiting reality by 
letting things be. Mathews notes that this poses significant challenges for those who seek to 
intervene, including those who create ecovillages in the hope of making more ecologically 
sustainable residential places. A more-than-human, relational and dynamic view of place as 
suggested here, however, hints at this challenge for those who attempt to intervene through 
design. As Paul Carter (2009) suggests there is potentially a significant amount of space (in 
the sense of a gap) and physical, conceptual and political movement between how places 
are designed and how they are experienced. Carter (2009, 6) notes the tensions between 
design intentions and outcomes when he calls for improved dialogue between those who 
design and make places and the residents and users of these places. Carter’s space between 
design intentions and outcomes and the metaphors of assemblages and lines returns us to 
the problem of the tools we might use to better understand place experience and ecological 
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responsiveness in urban areas. I have argued above that both the metaphors of the 
assemblage and journeys or flows are useful as points of departure for this task.  
At this point, it is important we are clear about the significance of the prepositions we use to 
talk about place, its experience and designs for it. Talk ‘of’ place indicates relationships 
between parts and wholes – such as the design or designs of place where design is just one 
part of a perhaps more significant place; but ‘of’ also indicates possession and in this sense 
design(s) ‘of’ place could be conceived as more akin to the prioritisation of design of place 
without room for anything else (Oxford Dictionary 2018b). While it might be argued that all 
design and experience is ‘of’ place in the former sense, talk of design(s) ‘for’ place is perhaps 
slightly clearer, indicating affect, function, sometimes cause and support (Oxford Dictionary 
2018a). However, the preposition ‘for’ is limited in how well it can speak of the 
entanglements that make place that I am discussing here. As Ingold (1995, 76) has written of 
designs for the world: 
‘people do not import their ideas, plans or mental representations into the world, since that 
very world, to borrow a phrase from Merleau-Ponty (1962:24), is the homeland of their 
thoughts. Only because they already dwell therein can they think the thoughts they do.’ 
In what follows I use both prepositions along with ‘with’ where I wish to emphasise a 
particular entangled relation.6  
Discussions of place linger on three other concepts that deserve further attention. One is to 
look into the emphasis on community in these place-focused endeavours. Ideas of 
community are discussed at length in place literature and are another aspect considered 
important in ‘good’ design (Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) 
2003; Gieryn 2000; Lewicka 2011; Seamon 2000; Urban Design Group 2011). Many suburban 
developments, promote a sense of community as a positive attribute of life in newly created 
                                                             
6 See also Footnote 4 for my preference for ‘with’ despite some criticisms of even this term within more-than-
human thinking.  
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places and ideas about community appear, critically and uncritically, in studies of 
‘environmental’ place-focused urban developments (Agyeman 2005; Mobbs 2011b; Maller 
and Nicholls 2013). Mulligan (2014) has written that ‘community’ remains an ambivalent 
concept, often contested in meaning and practice but also serving as a powerful unifier. 
Meanwhile, Massey points to the importance of community for disruption and change when 
she draws on Luc Nancy’s conception of the political as ‘a community consciously 
undergoing the experience of its sharing’ (Nancy 1991, 40 cited in Massey 2005, 154). In 
both ways, engaging with ideas of community remains an important project for geographers 
and other scholars (Mulligan 2014). For this study, just how community is wrapped up in 
human place experience, who and what is included and excluded and the role this has in 
shaping sustainable cities will be explored.  
Discussions of experience of place and ecological responsiveness also call for a re-
engagement with time. As Massey notes, time and space/place are intertwined and ‘must be 
thought together’ (Massey 2005, 18). Michelle Bastian has argued that rethinking time is 
imperative to ‘opening up who or what can be understood as possessing agency’ (Bastian 
2009, 99). Attempting this work, Emma Power has explored home as ‘an unfolding’, more-
than-human and ‘domestic timespace’ (Power 2009). Her research on human engagements 
with possums, seasonal rhythms and cycles of ageing and decay maps the multiple and 
more-than-human layers of human domestic time. Meanwhile, Maria Puig de la Bellacasa 
(2017, chap. 5) has explored how thinking with and through care might encourage the 
disruption of dominant and linear narratives of modernity, their commitment to ‘progress’ 
and power over the nonhuman world.  
While place experiences are framed as forged in stories and experiences past, present and 
imagined, questions remain about the role of materialities and temporalities, as they are 
experienced in the everydayness of sustainable design and living. How do designers and 
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project leaders, for instance, conceive the temporalities and materialities of vital matter? 
And how are these, if at all, comprehended, interpreted or connected to by those humans 
and nonhumans who dwell in these places? More can be done, therefore, to explore the 
agentic or vital mattering of more-than-human worlds in relation to designs for place and 
experiences of place. More can also be done to understand human engagements with more-
than-human worlds and the shifts of people and cities between place and ecological 
responsiveness. Finally, there is room for further work that attempts these investigations 
while remaining attentive to the politics of place and questions of nonhuman agencies – to 
the ways that ‘nature’, nonhuman and more-than-human are used by humans and the ways 
nonhumans and more-than-human entanglements work to push back against the mirage of 
human control. 
Finally, discussions of environmentally focused urban placemaking and the pursuit of 
‘sustainable’ cities need to engage with questions about how the city and nature are in fact 
understood and made in an age of planetary urbanisation (Rickards et al. 2016; Brenner and 
Schmid 2014). Questions about human connections to sustainably designed and made 
places and ideas about the connections between place-responsiveness and ecological 
responsiveness sit squarely within such debates. The city does still play an important role as 
‘a central spatiality in many people’s lived experience, perception and politics’ (Davidson 
and Iveson (2015) cited in Rickards et al. 2016, 1531). A relational and dynamic view of place 
experience is a suitable lens to take research on the design of urban places forward. 
Importantly, an urban political ecology lens emphasises that it is urbanisation processes 
‘rather than the city per se’ (Angelo and Wachsmuth 2015, 20; Angelo 2017, 172) that need 
to be examined.  
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Where to from here? 
This discussion has been diverse, but such interdisciplinarity and creative thinking through is 
necessary to better understand experiences of place and the role of these experiences in 
shaping socially and ecologically sustainable cities. The contemporary literature on place and 
on the ethics of living in environmentally sustainable ways shows that we need a language of 
movement to tell the stories of urban life and of attempts to intervene in urban livelihoods 
and urbanisation processes through sustainably designed residential places. General 
definitions of ‘place’ continue to evade distinct definition, yet we should not abandon them 
but delve deeper. This is particularly important if we are to move beyond the realm of 
theory and understand people’s lived experience of place in urban environments and the 
possibilities of these for positive urban socio-ecological change.  
This chapter has reviewed shifts in thinking from static and human conceptions of place and 
place experience to thinking through relational and more-than-human place entanglements. 
In response to the first research question to which this thesis responds, it has suggested that 
place is understood in diverse ways but that recent scholarship suggests place and place 
experience be understood as knotted entanglements of becoming-with the continual intra-
actions that make more-than-human place-worlds. This means that to better understand 
place and place experience as relational, dynamic and more-than-human, we need to focus 
on its particularities – its dynamism, its affectivities, its materialities, its temporalities, the 
role of ideas such as community, and the role of human-nonhuman relationships. To do this, 
scholars must draw on a range of theoretical post-phenomenological tools, including more-
than-human theories, non-representational thinking, assemblage thinking, the knotted 
becoming of Ingold’s lines and urban political ecology’s flows.  
Determining whether and how movement, time, community and more-than-human 
entanglements inform place experience and ecological responsiveness is a challenge the 
2. Literature & theoretical framing 	
 
 
remaining chapters in this thesis respond to. In particular, this project explores two tensions 
that underpin the hope that through greater connections to and better design of place we 
can achieve more socio-ecological sustainable urban places. The first is that there remains a 
tension between the not necessarily commensurate goals of attempting to foster positive 
environmental outcomes and a greater sense of place-responsiveness (Cameron 2003a, 
104). The second is between the design of environmentally-sustainably designed places and 
the ways in which such designs speak to the residents who live in them and inform the ways 
in which cities are shaped (Carter 2009). Before we venture into life in sustainably designed 
places, we must first address methodological questions. The next chapter outlines how we 
can approach and understand a language of movement of place to tell the stories of urban 
life.  
 
 
	
 
 
Chapter 3. Research Design 
 
A path to rediscovering ecologically rich and 
sustainable urban places and place experience  
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Introduction  
This post-phenomenological study draws on more-than-human theories, non-
representational theory, urban political ecology, the parts and wholes of assemblage 
thinking and the metaphors of lines and knots to better understand human experiences of 
place and designs for place in urban areas and what they might mean for ecologically 
responsive dwelling in cities. As noted in the previous chapter, as a study of place-human-
nonhuman-world intra-relations, it is an exploration in more-than cultural and urban 
geographies; that is, while it draws heavily on and is situated in these geographic 
perspectives, it is more than this, necessarily interdisciplinary, integrating knowledge from 
urban planning, sustainable design and environmental ethics. In the previous chapter I 
outlined previous contributions to ideas of place, what ecological responsiveness might be in 
theory and argued for the need for expanded theoretical toolkits to better understand urban 
experiences of place and ecological responsiveness. I described ecological responsiveness as 
a more ecologically-attentive and action oriented dwelling; an ethic of humility that actively 
acknowledges the complex interrelationships in which humans are always engaged. The 
purpose of this study is to draw on these theoretical understandings to see through the 
plane of lived experience and practice. The intent in this chapter is to specify how these 
ideas inform this study’s research design. This chapter focuses on how, as a researcher, I 
have aimed to bring to light human-nonhuman relationships with place in urban areas and 
what designers, project leaders and urban residents see as (and do with) the possibilities 
that such entanglements might afford urban dwelling and positive socio-ecological 
outcomes. 
This research is radically constructivist. As Anderson and Harrison (2010, 9) write, it is 
premised on the view that ‘everything is really made up, but is no less real for this’. The 
authors’ choice of 'made up' here is important. It is not that entities or things are invented, 
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puff!, out of thin air; nor are they purely constructed by human socialities. Instead things are 
‘made up’ through relation and encounter. This means that as humans we cannot speak 
about the more-than-human world in which we take part, without the humility to recognise 
that although we may be a significant force within the biosphere, we do not and cannot 
always control it. This has implications for research that is necessarily guided by an ethic of 
interaction, encounter and a great deal of wonder. The research is also inevitably informed 
by my own positionality as a middle-class white Australian with British heritage. 
Underpinning this research therefore, is the view that I/we cannot presume to know what 
another living being, whether it be human, nonhuman animal or other living thing, knows or 
experiences without engaging with that being or thing, without learning from and with it 
and without in some way at least recognising sameness, difference, and the diffracted 
patterns that make these binaries problematic.  
 
A post-phenomenological and more-than-human inquiry 
This study takes a post-phenomenological and more-than-human approach to examine 
designs for place and place experience. The contribution of such an approach to examining 
place has been outlined expansively in the previous chapter. In particular, I discussed 
different views of relational dwelling-defined-by-movement and messiness as advanced by 
scholars such as Mugerauer (2012), Stefanovic (2000) and Bennett (2009), the relationship-
between-parts holism advocated by DeLanda (2006) and other assemblage thinkers (Dovey, 
2009) and the knotted-always-moving holism advocated by Ingold (2011; 2015). Drawing on 
the metaphors of parts, lines and knots, a post-phenomenological approach is sympathetic 
to the continual movement of and amongst entities that is said to describe human dwelling 
within more-than-human worlds. It is also sympathetic to the negotiation inherent in what 
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has already been noted as the tension between how a place is understood and experienced 
and what those who make and engage in a place believe it ought to be (Arefi 1999). It is 
through the messy entanglement of more-than-human experience and designs for change 
that this study aims to render more vividly the relations between place-responsiveness, 
ecological responsiveness and environmentally sustainable residential design.  
The move toward more-than-human frames for research praxis is relatively new and 
discussions of methodological questions and challenges are in their relative infancy 
(Dowling, Lloyd, and Suchet-Pearson 2016; Bastian et al. 2017). In their review of qualitative 
methods for more-than-human research, Dowling et al. (2016, 2) argue that the contribution 
of more-than-human frameworks in ‘recognising and acknowledging multiple more-than-
human agencies challenges researchers to do geography differently’ and to ‘do more’ with 
more-than-humans. In a similar call for shifting attention from theory to research praxis, 
Bastian and colleagues (2017, 6) distinguish between research that ‘recognises the agency of 
nonhumans in knowledge production’ as a research output and more participatory 
approaches that ‘invite specific nonhumans into the research process at the outset’. As 
discussed in Chapter two, this research project is interested in human experiences of place 
in more-than-human worlds. In Bastian and colleague’s distinction, therefore, it attends to 
the former more so than it does to the latter task. The study also maintains a minimal 
humanism (Thrift 2008) because it is situated as a critical attempt to engage in discussions 
centred around the normative problem of how ‘humans’ can move toward more ecologically 
sustainable urban design, development (city making) and dwelling. However, while it 
maintains this focus on human place experience, it also questions the distinction between 
the foci Bastian and colleagues discuss and seeks more holistic (in the messy sense noted 
previously) understandings of more-than-human entanglements.  
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Mulligan and Hill (2001, 8) write that if humans lose sight of nature, they lose sight of 
themselves. I do not seek to answer the question, what is it to be human, but instead 
examine whether a perspective and approach that recognises the importance of place for 
more-than-human worlds may help humans acknowledge, respect and value the importance 
of all things that constantly make place and make urban worlds (Casey 2001a; Cameron 
2003a; Stefanovic 2000; Bennett 2009). As I have discussed, this hope that a deeper 
understanding and engagement with place can foster greater human respect for more-than-
human realms needs to be critically examined. But as approaches grounded in post-
phenomenology, more-than-human and non-representational thinking, the theories, 
methodologies and methods that guide this research are framings and approaches that keep 
this complicated question of ‘human’–‘nonhuman’ boundaries in view. What this research 
does attempt is to explore, render and enliven (Vannini 2015b, 21) the interrelationships at 
play in and with place in ESrD projects in Australian cities.  
Studies guided by post-phenomenological and more-than-human theories can assist scholars 
in engaging in ethically and politically attentive research. As noted in the previous chapter, 
critical to the arguments of those scholars who support phenomenological research as a 
conceptual approach through which humans can better understand lived experience and 
pursue ecologically sustainable urban futures (e.g. Stefanovic 2000; Mugerauer 2010; 2012; 
Coole 2010), are its attentiveness and reflexivity. This attentiveness is in part because 
phenomenological research calls for active listening, understanding and reciprocity. It aims 
to respect the integrity of the phenomena under investigation and maintain the viewpoints 
of those involved in the research (Fontana and Frey 2000, 658–59). Moreover, engaged in 
critically and reflexively, phenomenological research is suggested to have the potential to 
empower at least human research participants as people rather than as subjects or objects 
of a study (Maxwell 2005; Wilson and Hutchinson 1991, 270). Given the aims of this study to 
be attentive to the agency of nonhuman entities and more-than-human entanglements, a 
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post-phenomenological approach importantly suggests this participatory agenda can be 
taken further to consider nonhuman participants.  
A mixed-method, ethnographic case study approach 
A post-phenomenological and more-than-human worldview and research agenda point to 
the importance of mixed (Dovey et al., 2009, p. 2598) and in-depth qualitative social 
research methods (Fontana and Frey 2000; Mugerauer 2010). For this project, these include 
interpretive ethnographic observation and participant observation, semi-structured 
interviews, visual methods and the use of walking and narrative to explore the aims and 
experiences of those who design ESrD projects and of the residents who dwell within them.  
Approached within the umbrella of a phenomenological framework, the immersion of 
ethnographic observation and participant observation lend themselves to the task of 
exploring the knots of lived place experience. Lewicka (2011, 221) notes that despite 
numerous quantitative studies measuring place attachment, they shed little light on what 
place means. So, while these studies may be drawn on to inform this research, they are 
limited in how substantively they can be used to explore lived experiences of place and the 
making of urban places. Spending time with people in the physical places in which they dwell 
as ethnographic researchers do, can reveal insights not gained through less intensive forms 
of fieldwork. Drawing on feminist and non-representational insights, I understand 
ethnography ‘as people-focused emic research which makes use of data collection methods 
such as participation, observation, and interview, and which unfolds by way of thick 
description and interpretive contextualization’ (Vannini 2015a, 318). 
An influential and early phenomenological theorist, Alfred Schutz (1944, 504), wrote in his 
essay on strangeness and familiarity that  those who want ‘to use a map successfully’ have 
‘first of all to know his [sic] standpoint’ in the sense of their ‘location on the ground and 
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[their] representation on the map.’ Situated within constructivist worldviews, ethnographic 
methods are now understood to be interpretive and inter-subjective, connecting meaning to 
‘observable action’ (Denzin 1997, xvi) and therefore speak to this reflexivity of researchers. 
Schutz’s comment also speaks to the political entanglement of human place experience. As 
feminist insights (e.g. Desai and Smith 2018) about the inevitable political and uneven power 
entanglements of research have illustrated, participant observation can remind us as 
researchers that we might be, and possibly are, all implicated in the making of place and 
place experience (Pink 2008a, 179). More-than-human theory extends this ‘we’ to the 
‘vibrant materiality’ (Bennett 2009) of more-than-human worlds. Ethnographic research that 
is guided by a post-phenomenological worldview and aims to maintain the integrity of those 
people and things who or which participate in it is understood, therefore, to help 
researchers and their participants understand, interpret and elucidate lived experience in 
insightful, honest and meaningful ways (Fontana and Frey 2000; van Manen 1990, 20). A 
non-representational ontological positioning pushes this ethnographic methodology toward 
the ‘animation’ (Vannini 2015a, 318)  of place experience in cities.  
Reflecting the idea that it is movement, rather than containment, that scholars now 
understand to be inherent in human place experience (Massey 2005; Ingold 2011), walking is 
drawn on as a methodological approach and method for this study. Social scientists have 
argued for the benefits of walking methodologies to better understand human relationships 
with place (Evans and Jones 2011; Pink 2008a; Middleton 2010; Edensor 2010). Based on 
their comparison of walking and sedentary interviews, Evans and Jones (2011, 855) suggest 
that ‘walking interviews make it easier to engage with participant understandings of place’. 
Middleton, meanwhile, interrogated the seemingly mundane everyday practice of London 
residents' walk to work to reveal how the experience and practice of walking relates not 
only to abstract theories but to policy arenas where it shows walking as more than merely a 
‘means of transport’ (Middleton 2010, 590). Instead, Middleton argued for walking as a 
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‘socio-technical assemblage’ that is part of and an expression of a complex set of shared and 
personal meanings and practices (p. 590). Similarly, Pink (2008a, 193) presents an appealing 
argument for the use of ethnography, particularly walking tours and sharing meals, to 
engage in the rhythms of others’ lives to better understand how they ‘remember and 
imagine through their own embodied experiences’.  
Finally, many scholars who write about place suggest the power of narrative to reveal and 
interpret social and ecological ideas and practices of place and sense of place (Carter 2009; 
Mugerauer 2010; Ingold 2011; Malpas 1999, 71). They recognise that telling stories is a 
‘primary way individuals make sense of experience’; what’s more this is a shared process 
that gives rise to shared experience (Riessman 2002, 220). Paying attention to narratives is 
therefore a useful approach to better understand place experience and human-nonhuman-
world intra-actions. In her account of a place-based environmental ethic, Stefanovic (2000, 
132) argues for the importance of using narrative to interpret ‘the significance of one’s 
storied residence’ in the world. Meanwhile, Merleau-Ponty (1962, 413) wrote that it is 
through dialogue that common ground is constituted between people as different 
perspectives merge and different people’s thoughts ‘are inter-woven into a single fabric’. 
Narratives in this research are necessarily broadly defined as ‘interpretive accounts of how 
individuals [or groups] perceive the places wherein they dwell in a variety of modes’ 
(Stefanovic 2000, 132). They are extended accounts involving ‘contingent sequences’ of 
events or ideas (Riessman 2008, 5–6). And as a central organising principle of place 
(Cameron 2003a, 113), they may be communicated by individuals or groups; they may be 
discrete or unfold over a period of time; and they may be local or spread further through 
time and physical space. Focusing on narratives to better understand lived experience and 
the shared stories of people within certain places therefore aligns with contemporary 
phenomenological ideas about the always engaged and reciprocal relationships of humans 
with the world. In the context of this study, narratives are particularly significant because of 
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their role in framing environmental or ecological challenges and therefore in shaping 
responses, including informing both the ethics (Cameron 2003a) and politics (Leach, 
Scoones, and Stirling 2010, chap. 4) of these responses.  
The use of narratives might raise fears that a minimal humanism is being left behind for 
anthropocentrism. While a narrative approach might be at risk of giving voice only to 
humans, it does not have to discount the contributions of nonhumans or their stories. 
Bastian and colleagues (2017) suggest that ‘accusations of anthropomorphism’ are often 
unnecessarily premised in assumptions of human exceptionalism. They (Bastian et al. 2017, 
8) note Val Plumwood’s response to such critics that it is not so much anthropomorphism 
that is problematic for more-than-human research but ‘assumptions of human superiority’ 
that limit how we think about nonhumans. In Plumwood’s view, a disbelief in the 
communicative abilities of nonhumans is a performative stance based in human 
exceptionalism (see Bastian et al. 2017). Indeed, more-than-human scholarship has been 
attentive to the stories of nonhuman entities (e.g. Wright et al. 2012; van Dooren and Rose 
2012). For instance, Ginn (2014, 534) is attentive to the ‘shared histories’ of ‘sticky’ human-
slug entanglements in backyards. As is discussed below, although this research project is 
interested in human experiences of place, it aims for analysis that is always grounded in 
more-than-human worldviews and therefore takes insights from narrative and visual 
methods to extend the realm of stories to include nonhuman entities and explore how they 
shape place and human experience.  
A study that aims to illuminate what place responsiveness and ecological responsiveness 
might be in more-than-human worlds and how they are shaped through design and dwelling 
must also remain attuned to the continuous negotiation that underpins lived experience. As 
discussed in Chapter two, this is to acknowledge connections and difference but more 
importantly it is to pay attention to the movement between them. A focus on narrative and 
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stories helps in this respect. Polkinghorne (1988, cited in Riessman 2002, 29–30, emphasis 
added) notes the links between experience and narrative: ‘By finding meaning in experience 
and then expressing this meaning in words, the speaker enables the community to think 
about experience and not just live it’. Mitch Rose (2016, 137) also emphasises the role of 
stories in enabling thought. In this sense, stories 
‘do not endeavour (nor claim) to represent reality. Although they certainly endeavour to capture 
something real, that reality is … measured through the story’s capacity to affect, move, or incite 
… They do not tie together [word and world], but reach out … not to mirror the world but to 
transpose it to another dimension’ (Rose, 2016, p. 135).  
Following this potential, the narratives and stories in this thesis are produced in (sometimes) 
long extracts. They are moved ‘to the front’ to illuminate ‘the encounters, events, and 
happenstance that allowed a certain trajectory of thought to transpire’ and to acknowledge 
‘the others that give rise to thought’, their agency and ‘our reliance on that agency’ (Rose, 
2016, p. 138). They do not seek to be representational but work to a certain extent as inter-
subjective and interwoven knots (Ingold 2011) that bring into dialogue different elements of 
more-than-human place experience. Through stories ‘found’ (Mulligan and Nadarajah 2012, 
67), created and (re)told the intention is to explore the multiple layers of experience, 
understanding and meaning about urban place and ecological responsiveness.  
The analysis of participant stories in what follows has been informed by discourse and 
narrative analysis approaches outlined by Riessman (1993, 2008) and Gee (2014). Broadly, 
and drawing on Riessman (2008), thematic analysis was used to look at what was said. 
Following scholars who emphasise discourse and narratives as socially-created (e.g. 
Riessman 2008; Gee 2014; Thomas 2010, 653; Merleau-Ponty 1962) – I would argue socio-
ecologically-created – encounters and as involving more than merely language (Gee 2014, 
61), analysis was informed by a dialogical approach to consider ‘“who” an utterance may be 
directed to, “when,” and “why”’ (Riessman 2008, 105). This particularly informed analysis of 
how participants engaged with and spoke about, to or with nonhuman elements of place. As 
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an interviewer, researcher and author in this process, I do not pretend to stand apart from 
the telling of these narratives (Desai and Smith 2018). However, following the 
phenomenological call to be attentive to the stories of others, I have tried to share as much 
of the narrative accounts or particular stories as possible while also being mindful of ethical 
issues and the reader. My approach to the analysis of participant narratives is outlined in the 
methods section below.      
Yet dialogue, narrative and voice are not limited to words. Images play a central role in 
human understanding and interpretation of the world. Photovoice is a methodological 
approach that acknowledges our [human] storied existence and that can ‘elicit rich data 
about lived experience’ (Plunkett, Leipert, and Ray 2013, 157). As a participatory method 
with origins in constructivist and feminist theories, photovoice has been used to empower 
people by ensuring that less dominant voices are better heard (Hergenrather et al. 2009, 
687; Plunkett, Leipert, and Ray 2013). Supporting this study, it aims to encourage 
community members to engage reflectively with their place and/or community by asking 
them to consider issues, challenges and positive aspects associated with their experiences 
there. Plunkett et al (2013, 159) have written that the ‘potency’ of this method lies ‘in the 
dialogical interpretation that occurs between the researcher and those taking the pictures.’ 
Moreover, it engages with our multisensory experience of the world and our interactions 
with other human and nonhuman agents. In focusing on this multisensory experience, 
photovoice also goes a small way to engaging with the voices (whatever their form) of 
nonhuman dwellers (Alam, McGregor, and Houston 2017) in cities. Indeed, vital matter and 
their rhythms are important elements of the photo journals. Photovoice, or photo journaling 
as it is referred to hereafter, is therefore appropriate for this project as it aims to enrich 
each participant’s (including my own) experience and understanding of the place being 
studied through encounter, reflection and dialogue. Finally, at least initially, it is a less 
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obtrusive way to encourage human participants to engage in mobile practices and share 
aspects of their experience of a place without a researcher being present.  
The focus of and emphasis on narrative through words and pictures raises some interesting 
questions regarding the post-phenomenological approach to understanding the worlds of 
others. Importantly for this discussion: How can we (re)present this movement in place and 
convey a sense of what place- and ecological responsiveness might be? In line with the 
ontological and methodological approach outlined so far, the images generated are not seen 
to ‘capture’ experience. Instead, the approach recognises the dynamism of images-as-
(re)presentation of experience like a narrative, always in motion, always open to re-
interpretation and as multisensory (Pink, 2011).  
Indeed, this project is expressly interpretive, directed at a broad level by a post-
phenomenological and more-than-human ontological orientation and the inter-subjective, 
attentive and responsive epistemology it both suggests and advocates. As Ingold (2011, 14) 
writes, ‘Whether our concern is to inhabit this world or to study it … our task is not to take 
stock of its contents but to follow what is going on, tracing the multiple trails of becoming, 
wherever they lead.’ This pursuit of knowledge is inevitably underpinned by the strangeness 
and familiarity that ‘are general categories of our interpretations of the world’ (Schutz 1944, 
507). As researchers we should therefore endeavour to remain open to the unexpected 
pathways and findings our research journeys take us on and feel that if undertaken with 
integrity and intellectual rigour we are able to guide others in our understanding of these 
journeys. This is a venture I have attempted to pursue. The two stages that make up 
fieldwork for this project and the triangulation of data through snowball sampling, 
document analysis, observation and semi-structured interviews aimed to test and situate 
the lived experiences of others. The result is a text of ‘involved stories, neither theoretical 
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nor descriptive, open to alternative readings, yet situated’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 21); it 
is a text that helps bring the entanglements of place-experiences alive.    
Methods 
To add some depth to theories of urban place-responsiveness and ecological responsiveness 
in cities and to explore the role of place-responsive environmentally or ecologically 
sustainable residential design (ESrD) in fostering ecologically responsive dwelling and city-
making, this study explores the design intentions and experiences of people in two urban 
ESrD projects in Melbourne and Sydney. Fieldwork and ‘data making’ (Richards and Morse 
2013, 119) were undertaken in two stages. These stages were not discreet but are broken 
down in what follows to explain and inform the methodological approach. Moreover, to 
conduct fieldwork, a division between the design of places and experiences of them was 
established in order to explore different parts of the assemblages of place-responsive 
environmental design and living. However, the slippage and connections between what 
appear to be two parts of the whole are not, in fact, so clear. Data was made over a period 
of just less than two years between June 2015 and May 2017.  
Stage 1 
In the first research stage I conducted semi-structured interviews with designers, project 
leaders and other project consultants in cities around Australia about a selection of projects. 
The aim of these interviews was to a) gather the views of recognised environmentally-
focused designers and project leaders about urban eco-development and priorities for 
future urban eco-development and b) to map project examples based on the criteria 
outlined below. Conducting interviews with a number of the designers and project leaders 
helped to better elucidate what professional ESrD architects and project leaders consider 
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environmentally-focused urban design and development to be and how important ‘place’ is 
to achieve this.  
Initially, interviews for this stage focused on projects in Melbourne as several projects were 
identified in the city. However, as fieldwork progressed, designers and project leaders were 
also interviewed in Sydney, New South Wales, and Adelaide, South Australia. A number of 
projects were identified in Perth, Western Australia, and Brisbane and the Gold Coast, 
Queensland, however, cost and time constraints meant not all projects identified were 
followed up. To create a list of these potential projects, they were searched for online and in 
print media through Australian sustainable residential design magazines and architecture 
media publications, including Sanctuary, Assemble Papers and Architecture AU, as well as 
The Australian Government’s Your Home publication. Search terms included ‘sustainable 
design’, ‘ecological design’, ‘environmental design’ as well as ‘placemaking’ and ‘place’. The 
aim of this was not to build an exhaustive list of ESrD projects being carried out in Australia, 
but to help contextualise and narrow the scope of the overall study. The list of projects 
helped build a profile of architects and projects that have been recognised for their 
sustainability and/or placemaking credentials in some way, either through an award, being 
listed in a directory or published in print or online design media.   
I conducted seventeen semi-structured interviews with the identified designers (architects, 
building designers and urban designers), community leaders and industry professionals 
involved in fourteen different projects in Sydney, Adelaide and Melbourne. Because of the 
initial scope of research on Melbourne, the majority of these projects and designers/project 
leaders were situated in Melbourne. These experts were identified because they were then 
recently active in social and environmental urban (re)development in Australia’s urban 
centres. In particular, they were identified to have been involved in projects that:  
• had explicit ecological and/or social goals 
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• were a multi-residential development where more than one resident was involved or a 
residential community scale project 
• were located primarily in already urbanised parts of capital cities or regional centres as 
opposed to suburban or peri-urban areas.  
These design and professional participants were asked: Can you please take me on a tour of 
project ‘x’ or another project you believe is an example of leading environmental design, 
telling me about its ecological and social design? I’m keen to hear your views about why this 
design and its features, and/or other designs/sustainable features, are good examples of 
environmental urban development. Interviews lasted between 27 minutes and 1.5 hours, 
were voice recorded and notes and photos were taken where permissible (Table 1). The 
majority of identified projects were underway or constructed (rather than merely in 
concept/design-development phases) and were either chosen by the interviewee or 
suggested by me as projects believed to illustrate social and ecological design initiatives. 
Where these identified projects were constructed, the majority of interviews took place as 
walking tours through the project. However, while walking was encouraged, it was not 
adhered to strictly as an interview method due to the time constraints of interviewees 
and/or because of limited access to a project. Open-ended questions7 were used to 
encourage interviewees to engage in a narrative account of the process of designing and 
creating the place as well as the design goals. At the time of interviewing, nine places were 
constructed and/or inhabited, three were under construction, two were at design-
development stage, and at least one was in concept phase. Interviews where projects had 
been completed were transcribed in full. Others were partially transcribed based on the 
interview’s focus on environmental design or ideas and practices of place(making). An initial 
thematic analysis was conducted using NVivo software following an iterative, inductive and 
constructivist approach. Based on the themes initially drawn out from this analysis, a closer-
                                                             
7 See Appendix C for examples of questions posed. 
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grained narrative analysis of a selection of the transcribed interviews was then completed, 
focusing on those interviews where ‘place’ was discussed specifically and those that, at the 
time, were potential case studies to research resident experience. The analytical approach is 
explained further in the ‘Analysis’ section of this chapter and underpins the findings 
presented in Chapter four.  
In addition to those identified through the desktop project review mentioned above, other 
influential people working in the sustainable design and placemaking fields of practice were 
identified as I engaged in interviews through snowball sampling. As noted above, this was 
not meant as an exhaustive catalogue of all projects nor was it an exhaustive list of all 
designers and project leaders working on ESrD projects in these cities. Purposive sampling 
based on the criteria outlined above was used to take a snapshot of the aims and views of 
this sample of people and firms pushing the boundaries of environmental design-
development. The result was a good sample for Melbourne, but a more limited snapshot of 
efforts in other cities. Table 1 summarises the number of projects discussed in this stage and 
the project leaders interviewed along with detail about each interview (its length and 
whether it was a walking or seated interview) and its analysis (whether data was analysed in 
NVivo, through narrative analysis or both). 
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Table 1. Stage 1 ESrD interviews with architects, design professionals and project leaders 
Interview # Name/Referent State Interview 
length 
NVivo and/or 
Narrative 
analysis (NA) 
Other comments on 
interview 
1 McLeod Vic. 59 min NVivo & NA Walking tour with a 
few others invited by 
architect 
2 Hill Vic. 67 min NVivo & NA Seated and brief tour 
3 Urban designer Vic. 55 min NVivo Seated and walking 
4 & 6 Legge & 
another 
architect 
Vic. 51, 28 
min 
NVivo & NA Seated then walking 
tour 
5 & 33 Mobbs NSW 44, 62 
min 
NVivo & NA Both walking 
interviews. Int 33 
public tour 
7 Landscape 
architect 
Vic.  33 min NVivo Various projects 
mentioned 
8 Downton SA 100 min NVivo & NA Walking tour 
9 Architect SA 49 min NVivo & NA Walking tour 
19 Mathews Vic.  68 min NVivo & NA Walking tour 
20 Two architects Vic.  68 min NVivo & NA Seated 
21 Legge Vic. 27 min NVivo Seated 
22 Architect Vic. 28 min NVivo Seated 
30 Design/planning 
professional 
SA 29 min NVivo Seated 
31 & 32 Architect SA 27 min NVivo Seated 
Total no. 
design 
professionals 
per state 
Melbourne: 9 
Sydney: 1 
Adelaide: 4 
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Stage 2 
Stage two saw this research project narrowed in scope to focus on two projects and, as a 
result, the majority of the thesis focuses on data made during this stage. In stage two, in-
depth ethnographic studies of two urban ESrD projects, one in Melbourne and one in 
Sydney, were undertaken to explore how urban residents and other users engaged with the 
place.  
The projects chosen as case studies were examples of design-led environmentally-focused 
urban development that were recognised for having ambitious environmentally sustainable 
design aims. Each in its own way was, when designed and developed, trying to achieve 
sustainability outcomes far beyond ‘standard’ or minimum guidelines in Australia. This is not 
to say they are examples of ‘best practice’, but that each in its own way was unique in the 
sense of challenging design, regulatory and standard building practices. For instance, verge 
gardening in Chippendale influenced the development of local government street gardening 
guidelines, while The Commons in Melbourne was one of the few and early apartment 
developments to omit car parking for social and environmental reasons. Also informing the 
selection of these projects were the limited research on them already and the different 
scales and goals each pursued. A description of each case study is developed in Chapters five 
and six. Below, they are briefly sketched and introduced and summarised in Table 2. Table 3 
and Table 5 outline the number of participants, photo journals and the visits I conducted per 
case study.  
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Table 2. Stage two case studies 
Project name Scale Place Focus/Aim 
The Commons Multi-residential 
(new, infill) 
Brunswick, 
Melbourne 
Triple bottom line development; 
Australia’s ‘most sustainable’ 
apartment building 
Sustainable 
Chippendale 
Neighbourhood 
(retrofit, 
community-led 
urban 
revitalisation) 
Chippendale, 
Sydney 
Environmental sustainability – self-
reliant for food, energy and water.  
 
The Commons 
The first case study explored is a multi-residential apartment development in Brunswick, 
Melbourne, known as The Commons. The Commons is located in Melbourne’s inner north 
and was designed by Breathe Architecture and developed by Small Giants. The project was 
completed in late 2013. The six-storey building sits at the end of a dead-end street, nestled 
right alongside a bike path and metropolitan train station. There is no garage; instead a 
roller door off the bike path leads to the bike park. The Commons houses twenty-four 
apartments, sixteen two-bedroom and eight one-bedroom. Twelve deep balconies look 
north, another twelve face Melbourne’s CBD to the south.  
Approached from the east and the north, the building’s façade is a warm yet industrial 
palette of recycled timber and steel reinforcement. The metal chains that drape down the 
facade support (depending on the time of year) climbing plants that are used to shade the 
deep balconies and north-facing apartments in summer. Not visible from the street, there 
are communal spaces on the roof, including a communal laundry and a small deck that is 
home to the resident bee-colony. The majority of the roof is split into two – north and south. 
The southern side houses the water tanks, solar hot water and solar photovoltaic systems as 
well as clotheslines, a barbecue space and a roof garden tended by the building manager. 
The northern section of the roof is devoted to the resident planter boxes with herbs, 
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vegetables, fruit and trees encouraged by residents to grow despite the hot northerly winds 
that batter them in summer.  
Architect Jeremy McLeod, founder of Breathe Architecture, designed The Commons to be 
Australia’s ‘most sustainable’ residential apartment development. The apartments achieve a 
7.5 star thermal energy performance rating. McLeod describes the design approach as based 
on an architecture of reduction to both minimise cost and to minimise the materials used. A 
brochure handed to residents about Sustainability at The Commons by the Moreland Energy 
Foundation begins: ‘Urban developments built now and into the future will have a lasting 
effect on the sustainability of our cities’ (MEFL 2013, 1). It outlines the basic principles of 
sustainability at The Commons as zero carbon, zero waste, sustainable transport, sustainable 
products and materials, and sustainable water (MEFL 2013). Breathe has incorporated these 
elements by, amongst other things, reducing materials, including thermally-efficient double-
glazing, a concrete and timber palette, with concrete walls, floors and ceilings in each 
apartment left bare and exposed. 
To recruit participants from The Commons for this study, three emails asking residents to 
participate were sent via recommendations from the architect. A few months later, after a 
handful of responses were received, a follow-up email was distributed to all residents via a 
representative on the Owners Corporation.8 Some residents were also approached at 
community functions. I visited The Commons approximately fourteen times during this 
period to get a sense of the rhythms of everyday life there. This included visits for interview, 
observational visits to the café on the ground floor of the building and attendance at street 
parties. In total, nine residents from this project participated in this research to some extent. 
Table 3 provides an overview of participants from The Commons, interview lengths and a 
                                                             
8 Owners Corporations manage commom property in residential and other property developments.  
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comment summarising the structure of the interview and any additional data analysed for 
the participant. Table 4 summarises the data sources analysed for The Commons, including 
documents that were used as additional data to the interviews with the designer and 
residents. These documents, such as a Building Users Guide and Green Travel Plan, emerged 
in interviews and desktop research and were analysed thematically using NVivo, as 
described in the ‘Analysis’ section of this chapter.     
 
Table 3. Resident participants and participant notes for The Commons9 
Interview # Pseudonym
/referent 
Interview 
length 
Photo 
journal? 
Other comments on interview 
The Commons 
1 McLeod  No Walking tour with a few others invited by 
architect 
14 Asher 
Drew 
94 min Yes 
Yes 
Initial interview after explaining photo journal 
activity. Subsequent interview once photos had 
been taken.  
Additional material analysed: magazine interview 
with participants 
16 Sasha 
 
49 min Yes Initial interview after explaining photo journal 
activity. Subsequent interview once photos had 
been taken. 
13 Frankie 17 min No – did not 
complete 
photo journal 
due to lack of 
time.  
Initial interview only 
15 Reese 43 min Yes Initial interview after explaining photo journal 
activity. Subsequent interview once photos had 
been taken. 
                                                             
9 Not included in this table are details of prepatory interviews (where these occurred in person) where the photo 
journal activity was described and where demographic/background information was discussed (e.g. length of 
stay at the residence).  
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17 Bobbie 47 min Yes Interview once photos taken 
18 Alex 46 min Yes Interview once photos taken 
29 Jamie 22 min No – lack of 
time but 
responded to 
set questions 
Interview only. Questions followed interview 
schedule but did not involve images.  
Ethnographic 
observation 
Times visited by 
researcher: 14 
Activities engaged in with Commoners: Street Party x 2 and 
gathering post council meeting 
 
 
Table 4. Data analysed for The Commons case study 
 Documents Analysis  
Th
e 
Co
m
m
on
s –
 D
es
ig
n 
in
te
nt
 
Architect TedX St Kilda talk NVivo thematic & structural coding 
Walking tour with architect 
 
Narrative analysis – see ‘Analysis’ section in 
this chapter below.  
Owners Corporation rules, Green 
travel plan, Building users guide, The 
Commons Sustainability 
statement/framework 
Thematic coding in NVivo. Nodes such as 
‘materials’, ‘transport’, ‘design intent, 
‘Greening’, ‘Governance of place’, and 
‘animals’.  
Th
e 
Co
m
m
on
s –
 Li
ve
d 
Ex
pe
rie
nc
e  Participant observation – comments 
by architect and others involved in 
The Commons development 
 
Notes taken during and after observation 
and/or participation. Notes were transcribed 
and coded thematically in NVivo. These were 
used to supplement data and triangulate 
findings during narrative analysis of 
interviews. 
Photo journals x 6 
Additional interviews: 3 
 
Narrative analysis – inductive descriptive 
coding. See ‘Analysis section of this chapter 
(p.78) 
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Sustainable Chippendale 
The second case study explored is an example of a suburb-wide initiative to become 
Australia’s ‘first sustainable suburb’ (Chippendale 2014) by pursuing environmental 
sustainability and self-reliance for food, water and energy in Chippendale, Sydney, NSW 
(Mobbs 2011b). Chippendale is a small suburb (less than one square kilometre) in central 
Sydney, bounded by Redfern to its south, the University of Sydney to its west, Sydney’s 
Central Station to its northwest and Surry Hills to its east. The suburb is part of The City of 
Sydney (2015) which describes Chippendale as ‘Once grungy, this is now the go to 
destination for art lovers and hipsters. Host to a growing number of independent, highly 
acclaimed art spaces, it’s also a haven for caffeine addicts and food fanciers’. The suburb 
appears to be split in two, with Sustainable Chippendale activities and this research primarily 
taking place in the western half of the suburb. Housing in this area is split between single-
fronted, double-storey terraces and three to five-storey apartment buildings. There are also 
a number of businesses located in the area.  
Instigated by resident and environmental advocate Michael Mobbs, The Sustainable 
Chippendale Communities Plan (The Plan) focuses its activities on public areas, such as 
verges, footpaths and parks. In 2011, Mobbs published The Plan ‘to change the hardware of 
Chippendale’s streets, buildings and greenscapes’ (Mobbs 2011b, sec. The Vision). Since 
then, he and members of the community have been working to regenerate a local park, turn 
concrete verges into garden beds, create composting and water saving facilities, assist in 
taking inner urban homes off the electricity grid and educate people from Chippendale, 
greater Sydney and elsewhere about the possibilities of decarbonising and greening 
established urban areas. The Plan, while written for Chippendale, aims to act as a guide for 
other neighbourhoods to be more self-reliant for food, energy and water (Mobbs 2011b, 
sec. Introduction). When fieldwork was undertaken, two Facebook groups and a blog 
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communicated the activities carried out by different members, celebrated achievements 
and promoted the process of remaking Chippendale as a more sustainable place. Mobbs 
also conducted monthly tours of his now off-grid house. I attended one of these tours.  
To recruit participants in Chippendale, an initial email call was forwarded via the project 
leader to a handful of community members actively involved in verge gardening. I sent one 
follow-up email. I distributed a letterbox drop calling for participants to over 150 residences. 
One participant responded to this call. Given the low number of participants, the photo 
journaling exercise was reduced in scope and two calls were made to encourage residents to 
post photos onto the ‘Sustainable Chippendale Active Members Group’ Facebook page. I 
also spent approximately fifteen days conducting observation work in Chippendale where I 
took notes and photos and spoke briefly with people in parks or on the street (see next 
section for further discussion - Research methods). Two participants were recruited to 
complete photo journals in this way. Two residents I interviewed did not complete photo 
journals (Table 5). Table 5 details participants from Chippendale, interview lengths, a 
comment summarising the structure of the interview and any additional data analysed for 
the participant (see also Table 6). Table 6 summarises the data sources analysed for the 
design intent and resident experience phases of data making for the Sustainable 
Chippendale case. Similarly to The Commons, these documents, such as The Sustainable 
Chippendale website, emerged in interviews or desk-top research and were used to 
triangulate comments by interviewees.     
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Table 5. Resident participants and participant notes for Chippendale 
Interview # Pseudonym Interview 
length 
Photo 
journal? 
Other comments on 
interview 
5 & 33 Mobbs 44, 62 min No – Mobbs 
did not 
engage in the 
photo journal 
activity.   
Both walking interviews. Int 
33 public tour 
24 Taylor 52 min Yes Active gardener 
25 Julia 46 min Yes Active gardener 
26 Oscar 17 minutes No – 
participant 
did not have 
time but 
responded to 
set questions 
Previously active gardener.  
Interview only. Questions 
followed interview 
schedule, but did not 
involve images. 
27 Christy 36 min Yes Not involved in Sustainable 
Chippendale 
34 Lisa 43 min Yes Not an active gardener 
Ethnographic 
observation & 
participation 
Times visited by researcher: 15 Activities engaged in with Chippendale 
gardeners: Gardening morning 
 
Table 6. Data used for analysis of the Chippendale case study 
 Documents Analysis  
Ch
ip
pe
nd
al
e 
– 
De
sig
n 
in
te
nt
 
‘The Plan’, Walking tour around 
Chippendale with project leader,  
House tour with project leader 
(public tour) 
 
Thematic coding in NVivo then narrative 
analysis 
 
Narrative analysis  
Sustainable Chippendale website 
captures, City of Sydney Council 
Minutes, Footpath Gardening Policy 
& Street Tree Master Plan 
Used to triangulate findings from interviews 
Ch
ip
pe
nd
al
e 
– 
Liv
ed
 
ex
pe
rie
nc
e 
Photo journals x 4 
Additional interviews: 2 
Narrative analysis – inductive descriptive 
coding. See ‘Analysis section of this chapter 
(Analysis, p. 78) 
Participant observation – see Table 3 
above 
Notes taken during and after observation 
and/or participation. Notes were transcribed 
and coded thematically in NVivo. These were 
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used to supplement data and triangulate 
findings during narrative analysis of 
interviews. 
Sustainable Chippendale website 
captures & Sustainable Chippendale 
Active Members Facebook Group 
Used to triangulate findings from interviews 
Research methods 
The research methods undertaken in each place included observation of everyday life over a 
period of several months as well as interviews with participants about their experience of 
the place based on a photographic journaling exercise.10 The photo journaling data making 
method involved asking participants to take up to thirty photos and/or video of aspects of 
their community and life that were interesting or important to them and of what they liked 
about the place. After four resident interviews, the number of photos residents were asked 
to take was reduced to ‘up to 10’ to encourage more participants to take part in the 
research. Minimum direction was given to participants, however, if they asked, they were 
informed they could take photos of anything they liked, either at the place or elsewhere 
provided it related to their life in the place. They were also advised not to think about the 
photos too much. Once each participant had taken a set of images, they were asked to give 
each image a title and share them with me. The participant and I then discussed the 
relevance and meaning of the images in a semi-structured interview where the focus was on 
letting the participant share stories about their experience. Open-ended questions were 
used in these interviews to encourage participants to engage in a narrative account of their 
experience of the place.11  
The number of photos taken by each participant varied, from four in one case to over 
twenty in others. Some interviews involved an initial meeting with me where the photo-
                                                             
10 See Appendix D for directions for participants for this activity.  
11 See Appendix E for examples of questions posed. 
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journaling exercise was discussed while for others this explanation was done via email or 
over the phone. Interviews ranged from seventeen minutes to approximately two hours and 
took place either in participant homes, local parks or cafes. Most interviews took between 
45 minutes and 90 minutes. A small number of interviews (interviews 13, 36 and 29) were 
conducted without any photos having been taken. This was due to interviewees indicating 
they were happy to take part but did not have time to take photos, did not have any time to 
take photos and had little time to be interviewed or, alternatively, because I was observing 
or engaging in a community activity, such as gardening or attending an event such as a 
garage sale or party, and noted the interaction without an interview based on a photo 
journal (see Table 3 and Table 5). These interviews were generally shorter. They followed 
the interview schedule as per interviews where photos were being shared by a participant. 
To achieve the attentive analytical aims discussed in the methodology above, interviews 
with designers/project leaders and residents were recorded with an audio recorder and 
transcribed verbatim, including interviewee photos and significant pauses in speech, 
laughter and other mannerisms where I noted these. I also, where granted permission, took 
photos of things designers or residents pointed out. 
In addition to these interviews, I spent several days at each place walking around the 
neighbourhood, sitting in local cafes and parks to observe everyday life, and I engaged in 
community activities. When undertaking observation in the two cases, I used walking, 
sitting, listening and photography to engage in different aspects of the place. For instance, 
sitting in parks and cafes, I observed the uses, comings and goings of people through the 
place as well as material and climatic elements. Walking and photography were used to 
create prompts for reflection later on, but also worked to focus and steady my attention on 
different aspects of each case study (Watson and Till 2010, 2 of 17). Notes and subsequent 
written reflections from these days were typed into NVivo. A selection of these were 
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thematically coded, while others were drawn on in conjunction with interview transcripts to 
develop memos.  
Overall, the study aimed for about ten residents per project and data was triangulated 
through observation, participant observation and, where available, document analysis of 
existing interviews with residents published in design or other media publications. As 
recruitment was more difficult in Chippendale, I had fewer photo journals for this case. 
While Chippendale has fewer resident participants, these participants were diverse in their 
involvement with sustainability initiatives in the suburb.  
Analysis 
Data analysis was based on an iterative and inductive approach that aimed to produce 
theory grounded in data and involved periods of deep immersion in the data. I initially 
intended to analyse interviews thematically before conducting a more in-depth narrative 
analysis. This thematic analysis helped to make sense of designer/developer/professional 
interviews and additional documents to an extent. It involved first identifying broad 
descriptive themes, such as references to ‘place’, ‘community’, ‘cars’, ‘affordability’ or 
‘gardens’, ‘good design’, ‘transport’, ‘sustainable’ or ‘sustainability’ and ‘renewable 
technologies’. In a second phase of analysis I coded for elements of place emerging. These 
codes ranged from broad descriptors such as ‘nonhuman’, ‘temporality’, ‘landscape’ and 
‘materiality’ to more specific codes such as ‘air’, ‘plants’, ‘timber’, ‘space’, ‘water’, ‘street’ 
and ‘heat’. This analysis was useful in drawing these elements of place as designed into 
view. However, when I went to look across these nodes at the themes being drawn out from 
the different interviews, focusing on these nodes in NVivo pulled apart and displaced 
designer comments out of the context of the project and place they were discussing. That is, 
the analytical approach did not retain and translate the specificity of place when more than 
one case was being considered. In response, I turned to a narrative analysis method for 
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selected designer interviews (see Table 1, Table 4 and Table 6) and all resident interviews 
that followed in stage two.  
An example of the narrative analysis eventually undertaken to engage with design intentions 
and resident experiences can be seen in Figure 1. Following Gee (2014, 157), the transcript is 
broken into lines (a focus of consciousness) and stanzas (a set of lines devoted to a single 
topic). Key stanzas were identified as a mini narrative because they contain the elements 
seen to make up any narrative, including a setting (S), a complicating action12 (CA), 
evaluation (E), a resolution (R) and (sometimes) a coda (C). Labov adds to this list an abstract 
(A) that frames the story (see Labov 2013; Wiles, Rosenberg, and Kearns 2005). This was 
sometimes helpful in situating resident photos for the resident interviews. In the below 
example, the photo works like an abstract or frame of reference for the story. Following Gee 
(2014, 155), in key parts of the narrative the most salient information was underlined for key 
stanzas. Photos were analysed as part of the participant’s narrative account and as a story 
within the narrative account.  
This approach enabled me to pay close attention to the relationships, the doings and the 
things the participants engaged in and with. Much as walking (Edensor 2010; Ingold and 
Vergunst 2008; Evans and Jones 2011) and visual methods (Alam, McGregor, and Houston 
2017; Lorimer 2010; Pink 2008b) have been shown to temper and engage with human and 
nonhuman experiences of place, this close analytical work draws out the agencies of 
nonhumans and entanglements that were less evident in less focused thematic analysis. As a 
result, data making and analysis was a process of iterative encounters between researcher, 
interviewee and the more-than-human urban worlds each inhabits in which meaning and 
affect are made and made sense of. The narratives and this analytical approach therefore 
                                                             
12 This term, complicating action, comes from Labov (2013; see also Wiles et al 2005). Gee (2014) breaks this 
element of a narrative into two – a catalyst (sets a problem) and a crisis (builds a problem).  
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helped me to see with others and as such they are an insight, however incomplete, into 
other worlds. To convey participant experiences of place, the multiple nonhuman elements 
and beings that contribute to these experiences and serve to make their own place, and the 
dynamism and incompleteness of my engagements with these places, people and things, 
narratives (or their extracts) are presented with the image as they were presented to me 
during interviews (where permission to use images was granted). All residents have been 
given pseudonyms. Moreover, extracts from resident narrative accounts are reproduced in 
often lengthy accounts in an effort to maintain their integrity and emphasise the relational 
and specific context of place from which these accounts emerged. 
Stanza 7: Design of [case study], light and ‘light play’, affect 
[Image of living room] 
Participant: So this is just, like, night time in the, (S) 
because the light changes in here so much, (CA) 
in the room, depending on the.  
You get the beautiful, (E) 
it’s not sunny today,  
but if you were sitting here in winter,  
the sun would be right up to the couch now.   
So during winter you get the sun right in,  
it’s beautiful. (E) 
Then you get the western light in the afternoon, (CA) 
here;  
you know, all this glowing light. (E) 
And then in the evening,  
I don’t know, there’s just this evening light again. (CA) 
So there’s all this different light play  
that I really love in this, um, in this room. (R) 
I: Mmmm 
P: Yeah, so that was just another, you know, (1s), (C) 
I like evening light. Ha, Ha.  
Figure 1. Narrative analysis example 
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This analytical approach was time-consuming. However, by identifying stanzas, an overview 
of key themes and topics was developed. This helped to keep the analysis mindful of the 
broader narrative, even while stanzas were analysed in more detail. These themes were 
helpful to look across interviews at the broader set of resident place experiences. The focus 
of the in-depth narrative analysis aimed to keep the integrity of each interview and the 
stories within it intact (Riessman 2008). After deep immersion in the data, during which time 
I limited my engagement with existing literature, I withdrew from the micro details of the 
data to see how and if the analysis spoke to the theory as outlined in Chapter two. This 
process was repeated for each of the case studies (Chapters five and six) and while writing 
the discussion chapter (Chapter seven).     
 
Some specificities and stumbling blocks 
In this and Chapter two, I have outlined the theoretical and methodological approaches 
guiding this study. As discussed in the previous chapter, phenomenological studies exploring 
experience have long come under criticism from structuralist and post-structuralist scholars 
for their apparent reduction to ahistorical experience. This reduction is seen to diminish the 
significant role discourse plays in shaping and constraining subjects in particular ways (Scott 
1991). As some scholars have shown (e.g. Stoller 2009), this critique can be seen as in part 
based on a misunderstanding of phenomenological studies as a realist pursuit to seek 
reality, out there. It has also been suggested that phenomenological approaches ‘fail to 
recognise the discursive character of experience’ because this is not particularly important 
to them (Stoller 2009, 722). To be clear, the post-phenomenology from which this study 
departs is not about objectively true essences – indeed, many would argue it is a mis-
reading of Husserl (Stoller 2009) and particularly Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, to 
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suggest this. For Merleau-Ponty, it has been said that language ‘is rooted in corporeality, in 
the signifying powers of the body’ (Vasterling 2003, 211). What Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology points toward is a pursuit of a more relational – but not purely linguistic – 
understanding of experience as radically constructivist (Anderson and Harrison 2010, 9).  
‘Because we always already move around in an environment with which we are in constant pre-
reflective contact, embodied perception opens up a world we spontaneously and without doubt 
consider real. The ontological turn that phenomenology takes with Heidegger and Merleau-
Ponty consists in the acceptance of a necessary ontological presupposition, i.e. the reality or 
givenness of the world. From the outset the body-subject is a subject situated in the world.’ 
(Vasterling 2003, 218 emphasis added) 
As Anderson and Harrison (2010, 9) write, ‘everything is really made up, but is no less real 
for this’ or as Dryzek (2005, 12) argues, ‘just because something is socially interpreted does 
not mean it is unreal’. This study follows Puig de la Bellacasa (2017, 11) in an attempt to 
‘reclaim’ the experience of ecological responsiveness in ‘all its messy worldliness’. It is not a 
structuralist political ecology of place experience. But it does not intend to leave politics 
aside. Puig de la Bellacasa (2017, 11) writes: ‘Reclaiming as political work points to an 
ongoing effort within existing conditions without accepting them as given’. The analytical 
approach and insights from political ecology and non-representational theory help to bring 
awareness of structure into this post-phenomenological study without discounting 
experience from the outset.  
Exploring sustainable development in urban areas is only one part of the task for 
environment and urban studies scholars pursuing sustainable urban futures, but it is the 
focus of this project. Debate continues over the question of what sustainable urban form 
looks like and the different urban development approaches to achieving this (Neuman 
2005). Research in this field acknowledges that rather than pursuing one city form over 
another (e.g. sprawl versus compact cities) diverse urban features are inevitable and must 
be considered (Burton, Jenks, and Williams 2013, 7). In Melbourne, for example, peri-urban 
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and greenfield development remains prevalent, calling many to study the ecological, social, 
health and other impacts of such an approach as well as the management and mitigation 
responses required (e.g. Maller 2012; Buxton et al. 2008). However, arguments persist that 
increasing city sprawl is not an environmentally, economically or socially responsible 
solution to accommodating rising populations (e.g. Adams, 2010; Newton, 2010). 
Ecologically, the damage to biodiversity in urban areas has been shown to be significant 
(Ives et al. 2016). And with local and state governments continuing to focus on renewing 
greyfields sites such as Melbourne’s Docklands redevelopment and incentivising the 
retrofitting of ageing and inefficient building stock (e.g. City of Melbourne 2015), pursuing 
better environmental outcomes in established urban realms remains an important task.  
Another critique this research design may draw is that place-based cases cannot be 
compared (Gieryn 2000). However, comparing specific places as like for like is not the 
intention of this study. Indeed, a research method that uncritically assumes that places and 
human experiences of them are similar because, for instance, the design interventions 
taking place there all pursue environmental goals, can unhelpfully pre-empt as yet unknown 
results. The purpose of using case studies in this project is to better understand what place-
responsiveness and ecological responsiveness are in ESrD projects and what that might 
mean for others pursuing environmental change through such design initiatives. Still, 
acknowledging that these projects are being conducted to help others achieve similar 
positive socio-ecological goals is important (see Mobbs 2011b for an explicit statement of 
this aim). And, as noted in Chapter one, there is benefit in looking across different places to 
develop conceptual lines of inquiry. It is only through such recognition and inquiry that we 
can seek to better understand the influence these projects are having or could have in the 
future. 
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A further point arises from this regarding the choice of case studies. Lewicka (2011, 211) has 
noted that place-based studies are often limited to specific scales. Practically, this makes 
sense where the limits of a study must be drawn somewhere or where such a scale is the 
focus of the research. But if the aim is to explore the outcomes of different approaches to 
environmentally sustainable design, as this study purports to do, then a key question 
remains how design responses tackle in design and in practice, the reality that experiences 
of home and community are not necessarily bounded by the walls, fences or designated 
street boundaries surrounding them; they are blurred (Massey 2005). Place scales are not 
mutually exclusive, rather ‘multiple identities are the norm’ and different settings may even 
make attachment to other places more salient (Lewicka 2011, 213). How humans experience 
place in the context of such physical and experiential mobilisation is worth exploring as we 
search for ecologically sustainable urban futures. The scope of this study has been limited to 
places including multiple residents and residential homes and in this sense the projects are 
multi-residential. This departure from industry categorisations of project scales was deemed 
important to better understand place experience in urbanised environments. 
Conducting fieldwork for this research project posed numerous challenges. Primarily, it was 
difficult to recruit participants at each of the case studies. This initially meant that the 
number of cities increased from a study focusing on Melbourne to one also looking at 
Sydney and Adelaide. However, it is hoped this has had a positive impact of making the 
research more relevant to different cities. The process of recruiting residents remained a 
challenge throughout. For instance, a number of residents indicated that while they would 
like to be involved, they just did not have the time. Others said they had time to be 
interviewed briefly, but not to take photos. The interest in these projects by popular media 
and scientists may account for the hesitance of some residents to get involved or speak to 
yet another journalist or researcher. The difficulties associated with recruitment saw the 
photo-journaling exercise reduced in scope and the option of participants engaging only 
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online through social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter. These difficulties aside, the 
emphasis of the thesis on the micro-entanglements of human-nonhuman interactions and 
the use of narrative analysis nonetheless necessarily limits the number of participants that 
could be adequately reviewed. However, the benefit of this approach is a study that dwells 
with and upon the complexity and intricacies of lived experience in its messiness.  
Having discussed the theoretical framing and ideas of place in Chapter two and here 
outlined the research design, the thesis now moves to contextualise ecological design in 
Australia and the role of place in urbanisation practices.  
 
 
 
	
 
 
Chapter 4.   
 
Making ‘better’ urban places: From sustainable to eco-
social place-responsive design 
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Introduction  
In Chapter two, I explored the theoretical underpinnings of place and argued for considering 
place through post-phenomenological and more-than-human thinking. This chapter explores 
in theory and in practice the links between ecologically-oriented ‘sustainable design’ and 
‘place(making)’ initiatives. This research is focused on Australian cities in an age of planetary 
urbanisation (Brenner and Schmid 2014). The very concept ‘city’ is problematic in the way it 
has, amongst other things, projected ‘nature’ outside it (Rickards et al. 2016; Kaika 2012; 
Cronon 1991). Yet cities, whatever their conceptual, cultural, political or physical 
boundaries, remain firmly on international and local sustainability agendas. My focus on 
cities is therefore a focus on dynamic urban realms that are condensed yet not bounded or 
static sites of human activity in which socio-ecological urbanisation processes are rampant.  
‘Just’, ‘resilient’, ‘liveable’, ‘equitable’, ‘smart’ and ‘safe’ cities are being pursued while they 
simultaneously remain under social and political microscopes (UN-HABITAT 2013; United 
Nations 2015; City of Melbourne 2016; United Nations 2017). The hope and activity directed 
toward achieving better ecological outcomes is particularly evident in cities, which despite 
their serious ecological impacts (Swyngedouw and Kaika 2014), are important habitats for a 
diverse range of species (Hall et al., 2017; Ives et al., 2016; Low, 2002). Part of this urban 
agenda is a focus on the sustainability of residential zones. In 2010, for instance, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reported that buildings were one of the largest 
energy users worldwide, accounting for 32 per cent of total global final energy use, of which 
24 per cent was attributed to residential buildings (Lucon et al. 2014, 678). Further, building 
energy use is anticipated to double or triple by mid-century (Lucon et al. 2014, 675). In 
Australia, the quality of Australia’s housing stock, both existing and new, has been 
questioned. For example, the energy efficiency ratings of Australia’s existing housing stock is 
considered to be poor, with serious consequences for low-income households as electricity 
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and gas prices rise (VCOSS 2010; Chester 2014; Nicholls et al. 2017). Yet encouragingly, 
many design professionals and other individual developers are actively intervening, 
proposing, designing and building alternatives to business as usual approaches.  
The discussion that follows contextualises these approaches, focusing in particular on the 
role of ‘place’ as always in the making (therefore, place(making)) in their design visions. It 
draws on a spectrum that distinguishes between ‘green’, ‘sustainable’ and ‘regenerative’ 
design (Cole 2012b) to contextualise ecological design and place(making) at the residential 
scale, particularly in the Australian context. While ‘green’ design is seen to be minimally 
oriented in its thinking and practice about how the built environment can minimise its 
impact on ecological systems, regenerative design aims to create a positive contribution to 
‘natural’ ecological systems by engaging in ‘place’ to design ‘co-evolutionary, partnered 
relationship[s] between humans and natural systems’ (Cole 2012b, 40; see also du Plessis 
2012; Mang and Reed 2012). This chapter charts different framings of place by Australian 
design professionals and non-professional environmental advocates/developers who are 
leading multi-residential-scale ecologically-oriented ‘sustainable’ design-development (ESrD) 
projects. I collectively refer to these individuals and groups as ecologically-oriented design-
developers. Despite criticisms of sustainable design (ESD) as not necessarily always that 
ecologically oriented, I continue to use the term because of its widespread use in Australian 
design, planning and built environment practice.  
After sketching ESD and placemaking as they have evolved in theory and practice, I draw on 
interviews conducted with designers and project leaders involved in ESrD projects to broadly 
map the role of place in ESD in Australia. The research suggests design-developers design 
these projects to create cohesive human communities to facilitate healthy, caring and more 
ecologically oriented built urban environments and, in some cases, people. Environments 
are designed to bring greenery – particularly plants – back into urban realms primarily for 
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human health, although this extends to nonhuman animals as well. Built environments are 
designed to respond and work with abiotic elements of place. This is often framed through 
the language of passive or solar design, however the intra-relations between house, sun, 
wind and human practices suggest there is little that is passive about the conditions this 
design creates. Overall, I argue that place is important even for what Cole (2012b) identifies 
as merely ‘sustainable’ design projects and that it is helpful to consider these and 
regenerative projects as place-responsive interventions in the city. However, the ecological 
responsiveness of these projects as designed has the potential to be tempered by framings 
of design, ‘sustainable design’ and the stories of ‘place’ the design-developers tell.  
To provide context about the role of place(making) in sustainable multi-residential design 
projects in Australian cities, I interviewed seventeen designers, architects and/or project 
leaders (including individual environmental advocates) and urban design and planning 
professionals regarding fourteen projects in Melbourne, Adelaide and one in Sydney. Half of 
these interviews were carried out as walking tours through specified projects. Projects were 
identified as part of a process to find case studies to explore place experience as lived. As 
discussed in Chapter three, projects were identified for their ambitions to go beyond 
minimum environmental performance standards. Importantly, the projects were intended 
as an indicative sample of the state of ambitious environmentally sustainable residential 
design projects that were (largely) built in the early stages of the research project (2014/15). 
I was also able to conduct a small number of additional interviews with designers or project 
leaders of projects in development or under construction. Due to sampling limitations, the 
findings and discussion are not intended as a definitive or comprehensive account of the 
state of ‘sustainable design’ in Melbourne, Sydney and Adelaide. Thematic analysis was 
conducted using NVivo based on interviews broken into narrative accounts (see Chapter 
three). Analysis did not seek to define sustainability or sustainable design. Instead, analysis 
focused on understandings of and approaches to sustainable design, understandings and 
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stories of place(making) and the interactions between ‘sustainable design’, ‘place(making)’ 
and ecological responsiveness as designed in these projects.  
The influence of place and placemaking on urban design, 
architecture and planning  
In the previous chapters I argued that place is always in the making and have therefore been 
referring to the idea of ‘place’ as ‘place(making)’. However, in the context of urban design 
and architecture, ‘placemaking’ is understood in a specific way. Spearheaded by the Project 
for Public Spaces (PPS) (2015c) in the United States following on from the pioneering 
ethnographic work of William H. Whyte (1988) in American cities and the work of Jane 
Jacobs (1971) in emphasising the importance of community and people-centred cities, 
placemaking has become something of a popular term and practice in recent years as a 
people-centred approach to making and revitalising cities and regions. The PPS was 
established in 1975 and champions placemaking as the solution for many of the world’s 
current challenges. Placemaking is defined at length by the PPS but its focus is on 
interventions that connect people to their material and social world in better ways. For the 
PPS, placemaking ‘involves the planning, design, management and programming of public 
spaces. … Placemaking is how people are more collectively and intentionally shaping our 
world, and our future on this planet’ (Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015c, 559). 
Placemaking is therefore seen to be a very intentional, although always responsive, act that 
is about the promotion of human health and wellbeing, the encouragement and creation of 
community, and of change for the better. Placemaking for the PPS is also defined as a very 
inclusive process, with great places being places for everyone. This partly, perhaps, explains 
the movement’s emphasis on public space. Placemaking continues to be a driving force, 
particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom, where it is an accepted part of 
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good urban design (Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) 2003; 
Friedmann 2010; Aravot 2002).   
In Australia, placemaking has also become influential with some state and local government 
agencies promoting their work as placemaking. For instance, Places Victoria, the Victorian 
State Government’s property development and urban renewal body branded itself as a 
placemaking agency for a period. It described placemaking as creating ‘living spaces that 
promote people's health, happiness and well being, today and in the future’ (Places Victoria 
2013). The City of Adelaide also promotes the urban revitalisation and renewal work it does 
in Adelaide’s public or council-owned spaces as placemaking (City of Adelaide 2013). At the 
residential scale, place is often a key element of how new housing estates are advertised, 
promoting communities where all one’s desires for community, infrastructure, convenience 
and enjoyable open spaces are designed in and ready to be cultivated (Renewal SA 2016). 
However, placemaking is also underway in already populated urban areas where street 
activation or revitalisation is the focus of interventions to encourage community 
participation. Tactical urbanism is one such place-focused approach where streets and 
community spaces are temporarily transformed so as to support community members to 
envisage the possibilities of a street as it might be (Lydon 2012).  
Placemaking, or at least improving human connections with place, is seen as a solution for 
many of the challenges facing cities around the world. It is focused on connecting members 
of a community to a space, to each other and to the possibilities of how public spaces might 
be improved. It relies on the assumption that connecting to a place – emotionally, physically, 
but mostly socially – will encourage the creation of better spaces that are ‘inclusive’ and 
‘equitable’, that are ‘liveable’, and that are, socially, economically and environmentally 
‘sustainable’. Placemaking as championed by the PPS is framed as a local and bottom-up 
movement but it has ambitious intentions for impact at a greater scale as great urban places 
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are believed to make great cities (Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 2015b). Yet, at least at the 
multi-residential scale, from apartment developments to streets, suburbs and master-
planned estates, particularly in Australian cities, it is arguable to what extent ‘great’ 
residential places are in fact being delivered. Moreover, given the socio-ecological 
challenges urban places face (Ives et al. 2016; Kaika 2012), the social focus of such 
placemaking endeavours is both a limited point of view and of departure.   
Ecological design: toward regenerative design 
The significance of ‘place’ is increasingly being brought into ecologically-oriented sustainable 
design. Environmentally or ecologically sustainable design has long championed many of the 
aims that placemaking now pursues with an emphasis (to varying degrees) on designs and 
buildings that are responsive to the needs of human and nonhuman life and ecological 
systems. World-renowned architect Ken Yeang is known for his innovative skyscrapers that 
create vertical habitats, rely primarily on natural ventilation and aim to not just minimise 
environmental impact but also to positively contribute to the creatures his building’s share 
their physical space with. Yeang (2006, 22) has ambitious aims for ecological (eco) design, 
defining it as the design of human-made environments that uses: 
‘ecological design principles and strategies to design our built environment and our ways of life 
so that they integrate benignly and seamlessly with the natural environment that includes the 
biosphere, which contains all the forms of life that exist on earth.’ (emphasis added) 
For Yeang ecological design is an approach that can completely redefine human 
relationships and ways of life for the better.  
As noted above, I am using ecological design here broadly as an umbrella term for a variety 
of different approaches, such as biomimicry (Benyus 2002) permaculture (Holmgren 2002) 
and more recently regenerative design (Hes and du Plessis 2015; International Living Future 
Institute 2016; du Plessis 2012). Passive design remains a fundamental building block of this 
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ecologically-oriented design thinking. Passive design is climate responsive in that it is ‘design 
that takes advantage of the climate to maintain a comfortable temperature range in the 
home’ (Your Home, 2013, sec. Passive design). Its fundamental principles are appropriate 
orientation, considered glazing, ventilation, thermal mass, passive heating and cooling. 
However, the ecologically-oriented design approaches being called for today depart from 
ideas about merely ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ design to take design into deeper ‘green’ 
environmental or regenerative (Cole 2012b) territory. All are design approaches for humans 
first, but they also target solutions that will aid or improve other living beings and systems.  
In recent discussions of regenerative design, human connections with a socio-ecological 
‘place’ are positioned as central to better design outcomes. Introducing a special issue on 
the topic in the journal Building Research and Information in 2012, Cole describes 
regenerative design as ‘approaches that support the co-evolution of human and natural 
systems in a partnered relationship … Within regenerative development, built projects, 
stakeholder processes and inhabitation are collectively focused on enhancing life in all its 
manifestations – human, other species, ecological systems – through an enduring 
responsibility of stewardship’ (Cole 2012a, 1). Du Plessis (2012, 18) notes that following John 
Tillman Lyle’s mid-1990s contribution that buildings could ‘regenerate lost ecosystems’, 
framings of regenerative design broadened to incorporate the social-cultural concept of 
‘place’ ‘to grow the [‘entire socio-ecological’] system’s capacity to evolve and increase its 
potential’. Cole (2012b, 40) argues for the idea of place-responsiveness advanced in this 
thesis (see Chapter two) when he writes that regenerative design and development 
‘requires design to acknowledge and respond to the unique attributes of ‘place’ and secures 
sustained stakeholder engagement to ensure a project’s future success’. Drawing on 
environmental scholars, these advocates for regenerative design and development frame 
‘place’ and connection to place as ecological. Mang and Reed (2012, 28), for instance, define 
place as ‘the unique, multilayered network of living systems within a geographic region that 
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results from the complex interactions, through time, of the natural ecology … and culture’. 
They view positive outcomes as grounded in care premised on shared experiences, 
‘deepening connection[s]’ and the resulting ‘mutuality’ in purpose between humans and 
nonhumans (Mang and Reed 2012, 29). In practice, the Living Building Challenge was 
established in the late 1990s and acts as a guide and standard to encourage regenerative 
design. The framework includes a ‘Place Petal’ as one of the seven performance categories 
design-developments that seek certification must meet alongside petals for water, energy, 
health and happiness, materials, equity and beauty.  
‘The intent of the Place Petal is to realign how people understand and relate to the natural 
environment that sustains us. The human built environment must reconnect with the deep story 
of place and the unique characteristics found in every community so that story can be honored, 
protected and enhanced.’ (International Living Future Institute 2012, 23) 
 
Sustainable design is a troublesome concept in theory and in the ways it is practiced and 
applied in cities and outside them. I have discussed important arguments for the need to 
transition from design that is just ‘green’ enough to more ecologically responsive design, 
such as regenerative design. I have also discussed the rise of place in urban design, 
development and planning practice. The point relevant at the end of this discussion is that 
place is important even in those designs where local climate, flora and/or fauna has been 
considered and in designs that follow passive design principles. So, while ideas about place 
may be shifting from social to more socio-ecological conceptions in some design thinking, it 
can be said that irrespective of whether this placemaking has been made explicit, a key 
element of ecologically responsive design is the process and intent to embed designs in a 
socio-ecologically-defined place and embed humans and buildings within this framework of 
place.  
This review of design theory and policy suggests that as a malleable, chameleon-like idea 
and outcome, sustainable design, like ‘sustainability’ itself is both appealing and problematic 
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as it gives shape to a broad range of activities and outcomes. Despite calls for the need to 
shift from ‘green’ and sustainable’ design and their focus on doing less environmental harm 
through building efficiency and technological solutions to regenerative design (Cole 2012b, 
40–41), approaches to ‘ecological’ or ‘sustainable’ design as practiced still vary considerably. 
As will be discussed below, in Australia these vary from residences that meet minimum 
regulatory requirements to projects such as those with One Planet Living or Living Building 
Challenge certification13 that take ecological considerations further toward regenerative 
design-development. There are diverse and debated reasons for the breadth of ‘sustainable’ 
design-development underway in Australia (Reardon 2013; Maller, Horne, and Dalton 2012; 
Morrissey, Moore, and Horne 2011; Moore et al. 2014). It is not the intention of this chapter 
or thesis to tease these out.  
This diversity about what ‘ecological’ or ‘sustainable’ design means is reflected at the 
broader scale. Sustainability has long been criticised for being amorphous, some say it often 
becomes the stuff of green wash and is empty of intention and capacity to respond to 
challenges and change (King 2013; du Plessis 2012). Cole (2012b, 43) adds that it makes no 
sense for a building, devoid of its social, economic and ecological context or ‘place’ to be 
sustainable. Yet the language of ecologically or environmentally and sustainable design 
continues to dominate general discussion, debate and built environment practices. 
Moreover, the language of sustaining in its basic sense and of human and nonhuman (e.g. 
building) responsiveness continues to flow through the broad interpretations of ecologically-
oriented design. The discussion that follows therefore acknowledges this diversity and the 
largely human-centric raison d’etre of design in the housing field. For many of those who 
advocate ecologically-oriented design, design is conceived broadly as problem-based, 
                                                             
13 In 2016, the International Living Future Institute reported there were 74 projects with Living Building 
certification and 390 projects pursuing certification. None of these are in Australia. Certification includes post-
occupancy analysis.  
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solution-focused interventions (Hes and du Plessis 2015). Drawing on Childers and 
colleagues (2015, 3775), I take and modify their definition of design as my departure point 
for discussion in this thesis, defining it as ‘the purpose, planning, or intention that exists, or 
is thought to exist, behind any action or object. [Design] is a conscious effort to create [some 
sort of] order in all human [and sometimes some nonhuman] activity and it includes our 
perceptions, actions, and review of the impacts of those actions’.  
Policy and regulatory frameworks for ecological design  
In Australia ecologically-oriented design has become an issue increasingly on the agenda 
since the 1990s. The Royal Australian Institute of Architects introduced a sustainability 
award in the mid-1990s while today there are a plethora of environmental ‘sustainability’ 
awards for the design and construction of buildings of all scales. Your Home (2013), a 
collaborative Federal Government and building and design industry guide to designing and 
building sustainable homes, was first published in 2001 and in 2018 is in its 5th edition. In 
2011, most states and territories moved to a 6-star minimum energy star rating for the 
design of new homes and there are expert and industry calls to increase this (Moore 2013). 
Meanwhile, at least two consumer-focused sustainable design magazines entered the 
Australian market in the 2000s. The late 1990s and early 2000s also saw a number of 
international and Australian sustainable design frameworks established. For instance, the 
Green Building Council of Australia was established and launched its Green Star certification 
scheme in 2003. The increasing number of certified projects is one indicator of interest in 
minimising environmental impact in Australia in design and building stock since the early 
2000s (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Green Star certifications by year to 2013 and number of certified projects by state (Green 
Star 2016) 
Although illustrative, Green Star is certainly not the only tool used to measure 
environmental sustainability of the built environment.  
The regulatory environment for sustainable design is mixed. The National Construction Code 
has only relatively recently considered sustainability issues and has largely focused on 
energy efficiency (Willey 2010). Energy efficiency standards were added to the Building Code 
of Australia (now the National Construction Code (NCC)) in 2003 (Department of the 
Environment and Energy 2013, sec. Introduction). As a regulatory instrument, the NCC has 
been shown to ‘decrease average household energy use for new homes’ (Berry and Marker 
2015b, 967), yet it is broadly understood to set a low bar for basic thermal performance and 
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environmental sustainability (Willey 2010). Minimum thermal performance as measured 
through the Nationwide Home Energy Rating Scheme (NatHERS) is questioned in terms of 
the standards set when compared to the push for zero carbon homes internationally (Berry 
and Marker 2015a; Berry and Marker 2015b) and its mixed success as a measure of home 
energy performance as occupied (O’Leary et al. 2015). Meanwhile, discussion over minimum 
standards for apartments is an ongoing issue. In 2002, the New South Wales Government 
introduced the State Environmental Planning Policy No 65 - Design Quality of Residential 
Apartment Development (SEPP 65) that outlined design guidelines for apartments across the 
state (NSW Government Department of Planning and Environment 2016). In Melbourne – 
which a CommBank report (2015) suggested accounted for 46 per cent of the 197,000 
apartments either under construction, approved or in off-plan marketing – there were no 
such standards. However, guidelines were developed by the state government (State 
Government Victoria 2013; State Government Victoria 2015) and were implemented in the 
Victoria Planning Provisions and all planning schemes in 2017. In the context of urban 
planning and low carbon governance, initiatives at the local and municipal government level, 
including the growth in local government and community scale initiatives, are suggested to 
be more forward thinking than action at either state or federal government levels (Moloney 
and Horne 2015). In Victoria, for instance, sustainable design and planning tools, such as the 
Built Environment Scorecard14, have been created to facilitate consideration of 
environmental sustainability in the planning process alongside amendments to local 
government planning schemes.  
While the regulatory environment may be slowly moving toward lifting standards in terms of 
how Australian buildings are designed and constructed, ESrD projects are still seen to be the 
exception rather than the rule. A minimum energy performance standard that is significantly 
                                                             
14 The Built Environment Scorecard was launched in Melbourne in 2015: https://bess.net.au/  
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lower than Europe’s and the UK is one indicator of this (Berry and Marker 2015b). The 
RAIA’s award for Sustainable Architecture is also illustrative. As architect Tone Wheeler 
wrote in 2011 when the award was under review:  
‘no award is more controversial than the Sustainability Award … For some, the award was never 
legitimate: either every building should be ‘sustainable’, or it’s unfair to single out one aspect of 
a building’s design … For others, the award has simply run its course – important when green 
issues were rising to the fore, but now redundant … Then there are those who believe that there 
has never been a more important time for architects to show leadership on green issues’ 
(Wheeler 2011).  
The award cannot now be entered directly but is awarded based on all entries. While in one 
sense this promotes sustainable design as an element of all good design, it remains an award 
in its own right that separates out ‘sustainability’ as something that still requires recognition, 
celebration and support. As Wheeler (2011) notes, it is debatable whether its distinction 
diminishes the value of these types of awards. However, the fact of these awards and their 
framing as ‘sustainable’ design/building does point to the exceptional nature of ecologically-
oriented design and development as an agenda and outcome still not the standard nor 
pursued by all designers.  
As discussed above, scholars in housing, building, architecture and planning have explored 
the shifts from technologically-focused ‘green’ and human-centric sustainable design to 
regenerative design and the theoretical drivers of these shifts (Ole Jensen and Gram-
Hanssen 2008; Hes and du Plessis 2015; Cole 2012b).  Still, there is room for continued 
exploration of the ways ‘place’ is conceived by designers, developers and project leaders in 
ecologically-oriented sustainable housing design and development, why and how this is 
achieved, or at least designed in, particularly for those who are engaging in design (broadly 
conceived) projects that do aim to go well beyond minimum standards to create more 
ecologically responsive urban places. This will help clarify whether, how and why ideas about 
place, about making great places and ecologically sustainable design can be brought 
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together to facilitate understanding of these interventions at the residential scale. In this 
context of ecologically-oriented sustainable design and socio-ecological challenges in 
Australia’s cities, the following discussion suggests that it might be helpful to understand 
ecologically sustainable design as eco-social place-responsive design provided it is done in a 
critical way. To piece together such a picture of ‘place’ and ecologically sustainable 
residential design in Australian cities, the findings that follow draw on interviews with city-
makers – designers, architects and/or developers (including individual environmental 
advocates) and urban design and planning professionals – regarding fourteen projects in 
Melbourne, Sydney and Adelaide.  
Pursuing sustainable urbanisation and dwelling 
As noted above, ecologically-oriented ‘sustainable design’ is an unsettled concept and 
practice and it is not the intention of this thesis to explicitly define this. However, 
understanding ‘sustainable’ or ecological design in the context of the projects sampled in 
this research is important to briefly discuss so that the intersections with ideas and practices 
of place(making) can be explored. Although the fourteen projects were identified because 
they had been recognised as pushing the boundaries of ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable 
design’15, these goals and outcomes were understood and framed by the design 
professionals and project leaders in different ways. The majority of projects aimed to 
achieve sustainability understood broadly as financial, ecological and social sustainability 
and as contributing to supporting or improving social and ecological systems. The design 
work of Breathe Architecture, in particular its founding director Jeremy McLeod, is 
renowned throughout Australia for its commitment to ‘sustainability’, its design aesthetic 
and its innovation. One of Breathe’s celebrated projects is discussed in detail in the 
                                                             
15 I use these terms interchangeably except where I mean either specifically.  
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following chapter but McLeod describes the practice’s work as pursuing this triple bottom 
line socio-ecological view of ‘sustainable urbanisation’: 
‘our core work is sustainable urbanisation. And when we say sustainable urbanisation we don’t 
just mean ecological sustainability, we mean cultural sustainability, we mean social 
sustainability. How do we make our city as an organism work better, and how do we make that 
organism a great place to be as well as a positive contribution back to the planet.’  
(McLeod, interview with Dan McCabe, 2016) 
Carbon reduction is a primary part of this commitment to sustainable urbanisation, however 
designer-developer approaches to this differed. Some aimed to minimise carbon 
consumption through materials with ‘lighter’ carbon footprints while others focused on the 
longevity of good design irrespective of the material used. As the case study of Mullum 
Creek illustrates (see next section), the social and ecological impacts of different building 
materials is a vital part of this deeper green view of ecological design.  
Ideas about passive or solar design prevailed in architect and project leader accounts. Many 
designers and project leaders equated passive design not only as a first principle for 
ecological design, but as an indicator of good design. In the below account of sustainability 
at one Melbourne project, the ‘first principles’ of ESD are prioritised then followed by 
provisions for renewable and water saving technologies.  
‘The dwellings themselves are designed to incorporate first principles of ESD. Good cross 
ventilation, double glazing, thermal chimney up through the stairs and out through a ventilated 
skylight, thermal mass in the black concrete floor, good sun penetration in winter, but controlled 
sun penetration in summer through pergola and deep window reveals to the north. A double 
stud wall system to the north allows for the expression on the front façade, but also allows 
significant insulation, air gaps, and a ventilated timber façade. All dwellings were wired to allow 
the uptake of solar panels, and all rain water is directed to 100,000 litre underground tanks that 
are used to irrigate the park.’  
 
(James Legge, architect, interview with Assemble Papers regarding Heller Street development, 
August 2013) 
Another common element of ecological design for the project leaders and 
architects/designers involved was the link between good design and longevity. As the 
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discussion between two architects below indicates, this was overwhelmingly about creating 
built environments that would last because they would be appreciated and therefore cared 
for rather than tired of and re-created in future home improvements.  
‘Architect 1: we just took the attitude that if you design something really beautifully and it’s well 
designed and designed to last and you use materials that have high embodied energy, well as 
long as they’re there fifty years later, or a hundred years later and someone says this is a 
beautiful building, we can’t, let’s take care of it, then that’s a really good use of that material.  
… 
Architect 2: Or if we do use it, we use it in a way that things can be taken down. Like we screw 
fix.  
Architect 1: And we used to see lots of design that people would say it’s green and has low 
embodied energy and you’d look at it and think, god that’s so badly built and so badly designed 
that within two years someone is going to say this all has to go and come out. So it’s all that 
material has been wasted.  
So we have a slightly different bent and we took that to [the project] as well … In the core, we 
think design is such an important part of sustainable design because if something is well 
designed it tends to last. It tends to become appreciated.’ 
 
(Two architects, Int. 20, Melbourne) 
As will be explored in more depth in Chapter five, longevity is seen to be about recognising 
and respecting the contribution of nonhuman material temporalities and their integration 
with ‘building life’. It is not necessarily about lack of change.  
Ecological design architect Bill Reed (2007, 676) outlines a multi-directional trajectory of 
environmentally responsible design that begins with conventional practice, improves slightly 
with ‘green’ design before it reaches ‘sustainable design’ as a neutral process and outcome. 
The trajectory then proceeds upward through restorative design in which humans do things 
to nature, then reconciliatory design (where ‘humans are an integral part of nature’) and 
culminates in regenerative design in which ‘human participate as nature’ (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Bill Reed's (2007) Trajectory of Environmentally Responsible Design.  
 
The projects explored in this thesis drew on different sustainability frameworks to provide 
guiding principles. For instance, the One Planet Living framework16 guided (at least initially) 
three of the projects explored. Using Reed’s (2007) trajectory, the projects discussed in this 
thesis could be situated as having design intentions that at least aim to go beyond 
‘sustainable’ design to be design-development interventions conceptualised in the context 
of ‘whole systems thinking’ and some of them aspiring toward living systems thinking (see 
Figure 3). A trajectory such as Reed’s (2007) is not without its problems, however, it can help 
to bring into focus the limits of existing approaches to ecological design, for example, as 
regenerative designers have done with ‘green’ and ‘sustainable’ design. The challenge 
remains to think and do ecological design and achieve designed outcomes that are 
processual rather than design intent on achieving end goals (Cole 2012b; Mang and Reed 
2012); or to draw on Tim Ingold’s (1995) language, to practice design informed by a dwelling 
as opposed to a building perspective. In practice, the building-dwelling tension is a 
                                                             
16 BioRegional developed the One Planet Living framework in the early 1990s. 
https://www.bioregional.com/oneplanetliving/ 
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persistent one as the task of architects and other professionals and non-professionals 
involved in developing ecological design projects is to deliver designs for finished buildings 
and designed landscapes, in the sense that they are ready to be lived in. This challenge is 
mirrored in the task of thinking and doing design responsively with place: what are the 
parameters of place and responses to or with it – how far back and wide does place extend; 
which or whose stories of place are included or excluded, rendered active or passive? 
Further, what are the implications of this engagement with place for ecological outcomes in 
cities?   
 
Practicing place(making) and ecological design at the residential 
scale 
Placemaking and the work of integrating ideas about ‘place’ into the architecture or design 
of built environments were not necessarily commensurate amongst participants and in 
some cases were seen as distinct. One design professional aired their aversion to the 
approach taken by some professional ‘placemakers’ who focus on creating ideas about 
changing space rather than actually delivering revitalised spaces. More generally, they noted 
that 
‘[in Australia placemaking has] become a little bit synonymous with place-branding, place-
identity and those things are important but they’re also very top-down processes.’  (Landscape 
architect, Int. 7, Melbourne) 
Another noted the ‘fix-it’ role assigned to architects, saying they sometimes get called upon 
to fix the communal spaces of a commercial, residential or educational development 
because they are not working: ‘Everyone’s thinking about what happens in the sky but no 
one’s thinking about what happens at the ground and how you activate that’ (Legge, 
architect, Int. 4, Melbourne). Placemaking they added is about ‘creat[ing] spaces around and 
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within architecture that are habitable and usable and engaging for their occupants and 
users’.  
Yet for projects that aimed to achieve ambitious ecological outcomes, place as the mutual 
throwntogetherness and intra-relating between physical, socio-ecological entities and 
elements in a particular physical place was a defining and important concept. More than one 
architect noted the importance of design that thinks across boundaries between 
architecture and landscape architecture. As the architect cited above said: ‘that crossover 
from building to landscape, from architecture to landscape architecture; that nexus between 
the two, we find incredibly important’ (Legge, Int. 4, architect, Melbourne).  
In many urban environmentally focused projects explored in this study a commitment to 
building a better place and engaging communities came to the fore. Author, lawyer, 
‘sustainability coach’ and community leader Michael Mobbs’ plan for a sustainable 
Chippendale in Sydney is just one example: ‘The [Sustainable Communities] Plan outlines 
ways to transform this busy neighbourhood into a cleaner, cheaper and healthier place to 
live’ (Mobbs 2011b, sec. Introduction). The importance of connection to place and using 
design to encourage such connections and positive eco-social outcomes were similarly 
important for a committed environmentalist co-leading an eco development in Melbourne.  
‘The idea of place … for us it’s really practical because we’re quite convinced that you can design 
to get good community outcomes. And we had Kevin … McCloud said that one of the things he 
really like about West Wyck was that we’d paid as much attention to the space between the 
buildings as the space within the buildings. And that’s basically about thinking about how you’re 
going to create interaction between people. You can’t design to get particular community 
behaviours but you can design in a way which puts people into constant contact with each other 
and you can do that in a fairly positive sort of way.’  
(Mike Hill, project co-founder/developer, Int. 2, Melbourne) 
Here, the developer reiterates the importance of creating physical space at the ground plane 
for people to connect but also extends the role of this physical environment as important in 
facilitating more ecologically responsive urban dwelling.  
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The conversation around connectivity extended, not only to refer to links between people, 
but between the different elements of the designed landscape, from the built form to the 
landscaping surrounding it. Indeed, discussion about connection highlighted different 
elements in how this is designed in. For designers, materiality and temporal connections to 
the buildings were one element of place responsive design that aimed to encourage such 
connection. Discussing the design approach to the second stage of an ecovillage in 
Melbourne, the architects explained the importance of the building’s form and its reference 
to the site’s original buildings and those constructed during stage one of the development:  
‘This is an old building and we don’t want it to stand back like it’s new... We wanted it to be 
almost up and touching. So when you walk through, there was this real connectivity… And one 
of the design initiatives was that the front of the buildings dip down, both wings dip down, so 
almost the building starts to hit the landscape. So the landscape is really, really important. The 
fact that there was a school playing field here, we thought it really, really important to keep 
open space.’  (Architect, Int. 20, Melbourne) 
Paul Downton, architect for the Christie Walk ecovillage in inner urban Adelaide and author 
of Ecopolis (2008), ‘a treatise on ecologically sustainable design’, described designing for 
sense of place in the context of Christie Walk. He began by saying it’s an emergent 
experience that is essentially how you feel that emerges from your senses – the visual, the 
audible, the textures and touch and the relations you have with others around you. 
However, designing for it starts with designing for climate: 
‘If you respond to where the sun is and where the weather is and where the place is, you’ve 
started down the path of building in response to the real place, where the climate is. So that 
gets you started. And then you build around the community issues, making it something where 
the social interactions are accommodated and in some places encouraged, so that will build over 
time to a particular set of patterns. So you’ve got patterns in response to climate, the social 
patterns, the visual pattern is the obvious thing, but all those other, the textual, the smells, the 
sounds, it all builds into a particular; I mean here, it’s quieter, so that’s a part of this place that 
you won’t find just about anywhere else in the city. So you put all that together and you get an 
emergent sense of Christie Walk place.’  (Downton, architect, Int. 8, Adelaide) 
Such explanations highlight not only the way the materiality of the design is important to 
encouraging connection but how this is important in an ecological sense. At the ecovillage in 
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Melbourne, for instance, the permeability of the site, including the permeability of ground 
coverings was important because of the client’s commitment to pursuing native vegetation, 
to enabling stormwater capture but also to creating social spaces and ensuring the built 
form responded to the site and the place once the building had been constructed.   
In Chapter two I argued that place experience in theory is understood to be defined not by 
stasis but by movement. The architects, designers and project leaders interviewed all had 
clear, but not fixed, ideas about the type of place the development they designed would be 
– whether this was about creating a strong community and/or about providing the basic 
building blocks of more ecologically sustainable urban dwelling. Each saw the role of design 
not as determining social or ecological outcomes but as about creating ‘opportunities’, 
facilitating interaction and ‘enabling’, as one architect put it, ecologically responsive 
practices to be carried out.  
Place(making) may not sit clearly as the best term to describe the work of those committed 
to making more ecologically sustainable urban residential places. Moreover, the intention to 
create built environments that respond to place and aim to create a ‘better’ place may not 
always be an explicit goal. However, the language of place responsive design can helpfully 
explain the efforts of these designers and project leaders who are working at the residential 
scale. Moreover, these place(making) practices are not limited to professionals, but extend 
to all those who actively take up the task of ‘planning for the future of an urban setting, its 
people and the role that the unique individual setting contributes to the urban environment’ 
(Beza and Hernandez-Garcia 2014, 3). Part of the challenge of discussing and designing for 
‘place’ is that it can be problematic to abstract ‘place’ into core components that can be 
compared across projects. In what follows, I focus on two projects to tease out in further 
detail how design responds to ‘place’ and how this place-responsiveness is framed as being 
about some or all of the following: about community; about built form and its relationship 
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with landscape and residents; and about place as a social and ecological assemblage of 
more-than-human becoming.  
I will discuss in detail an inner urban multi-residential townhouse development called Heller 
Street that received multiple accolades at the Institute of Architecture in 2012, including the 
Sustainability Award. The second project discussed, Mullum Creek, is a multi-residential 
development estate in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs that is still under construction but that 
is implementing strict environmental design guidelines. These projects illustrate different 
points along Reed’s (2007) trajectory but also problematise this. I note the passive framings 
of the environment in the earlier project but highlight its still significant influence on the 
design. Mullum Creek, I argue, moves further on the path to regenerative design in the very 
active framing of nonhuman elements, even while it maintains a human-centric frame. Both 
cases illustrate the vitality of buildings themselves and their role in shaping place as 
designed for improved (socially and ecologically) place and ecologically responsive urban 
dwelling. The projects also highlight the significant efforts to which designs can go to 
influence everyday urban dwelling to be more ecologically oriented by attempting to 
minimise human impact and regenerate urban cityscapes.  
Heller Street and place-responsive design   
Heller Street is a set of ten contemporary three-storey terrace houses sited at the rear of a 
park in Melbourne’s inner north. The development was initiated after council issued a 
tender for expressions to remediate the site of what is referred to as an old clay pit/council 
tip-then council nursery. Architecture firm Six Degrees won the tender developing the front 
two-thirds as public parkland with residential housing behind. The project was completed in 
2011. The design incorporates green public open space and ecological design ideas about 
passive solar, increased urban densities and material use (e.g. recycled timber used for stairs 
and cladding). The landscape designer describes the park’s design as incorporating ‘native 
4. Making ‘better’ urban places  	
109 
 
groves of Blackwood, Lemon Scented & Snow Gums, Banksia & grass bowl’ and ‘solely 
watered by on-site storm-water catchment’ (Simon Taylor Landscaping 2018). 
Architect James Legge described the design intent as about redefining family living around 
higher (medium) densities and creating community by blurring the distinctions between, but 
maintaining public and private space:  
‘North facing terraces face the park, with only low walls and vegetation separating these private 
spaces from the path the leads to everyone’s front door. This was something that was important 
in developing a community and something that means it takes you half an hour to take the 
rubbish out, stopping for various chats along the way.’ (Legge, interview in Assemble Papers, 
August 2018)  
Homes were designed to be space-efficient, functional and use solar passive design to create 
comfortable places for urban residents to retreat to. The building’s form is carefully oriented 
toward the north and articulated with north-facing glazing and deep timber window reveals. 
Community in this design is primarily centred on human interaction between the primarily 
owner-occupier residents, but it also extends to neighbours and those making use of the 
park. The architect explained this idea of community as grounded in the type of place 
Brunswick, particularly the street, is: 
‘I mean a lot of the keys for this idea between public and private and community came from the 
old Greeks and Italians across the road who hang out all summer on their front porch. And 
they’re completely aware of who is coming and going and they stop and chat to you – it’s great, 
it’s really wonderful. And the same sort of thing happens here, which is really nice.’ (Legge, 
architect, Int. 6, Heller Street) 
Place in this sense is framed as a coming together or assemblage of the communal identity 
as it has been partly enacted by the area’s existing human residents, the former site as a 
public space largely unused by these residents, and ideas about more lively and ecologically 
responsive inner urban residential urban design and dwelling, including the importance of 
trees and green space being brought back into urban areas.  
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‘Well, look I never thought I would live here. I was always like: There are no trees here, but the 
trees are coming back. And because we’ve got a park out the front there are a lot more trees, 
which is great. So it’s different in some ways.  
I love it because there’s so much diversity here and the shops; the diversity in the community is 
rich with different cultures and different offerings up and down [the street].’  (Legge, architect, 
Int. 6, Heller Street) 
The idea of place here is still human-centric and this perhaps positions this project and the 
design intent as an initiative somewhere between ‘sustainable’ and a ‘restorative’ human 
‘doing things to nature’ (Reed 2007, see Figure 3). For instance, in a presentation about the 
project, an image of the site as a messy, treed and disused piece of land is contrasted with 
the clean lines of the terraformed and remediated park. However, the tour through the 
project with the architect and analysis of additional data suggests that despite the human-
centric intent and framing of place in how Heller Street was envisioned, the built form is 
designed to be and is actually attentive to the nonhuman particularities of the site in certain 
ways. For instance, although the landscape is highly modified to define public and private 
space between the park and houses, the architect noted the restorative role of the park’s 
trees and other plants in remediating or cleaning up the old site’s contaminated soil: 
‘It was council land … And it was a little bit treed but not completely … Part of that [the council 
brief] was that we had to remediate the land and develop at the front two-thirds of the park and 
then we could develop the back third. And so after we had done the investigation as to where 
the contaminants were … some of the nasties were underneath some of the trees so they had to 
go, but we kept whatever we could.’ 
Later the architect explained: 
‘And we also wanted to keep as much soil on site as possible, because ecologically it’s better to 
deal with the contaminants where they are rather than somewhere else. So we had to take the 
higher grade contaminants elsewhere to a landfill site but the rest of it we could have taken or 
we could just deal with it here, so we kept it here.’  (Legge, architect, Int. 6, Melbourne) 
Moreover, he acknowledged that the land itself is still dynamic. At one point on the tour, he 
noted that the old landfill site was still settling down around the building, which  
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‘is like an oil rig, there are just screw piles going down 18 metres … the house sits exactly still, 
everything else is settling around it. So I think we need to put a bit more gravel here because 
that’s not supposed to be a step.’   (Legge, architect, Int. 6, Melbourne)  
 
Here, then, is a relationship of tension but also of recognition. The building is designed to 
perch while the landscape settles. For the architect, the role of living (or once living) more-
than-human matter is an important aspect of how the designed and made place is 
responsive in ecological and socio-cultural ways to its settler-colonial history. Because of 
this, however, the ongoing role of the residents who maintain the park at working bees is 
emphasised as part of how the place has been designed to respond ecologically in ongoing 
ways. In many accounts of Heller Street, the architect emphasises its design based on an 
ethic of care through ongoing human processes of work, remediation and renewal. When 
asked about maintenance of the park, he noted that while Council is ‘supposed to do it’, it is 
the residents who overwhelmingly spread mulch and mow the grass:  
‘sometimes we leave it [mowing] up to them [local council contractors] but by then it’s usually 
up to here [gestures high]. So what usually happens is if it gets a bit long, body corporate bought 
a mower and we take it in turns. It’s kind of fun. Also they come on their ride on mowers and 
because of the hills and because they complain about it, they just sort of scalp it. So half the 
time there’s great big bits of missing grass and exposed soil, so it’s like, we’ll do it. Or when they 
go to underneath the benches they’ll just get the weed killer out, because the mower doesn’t fit 
under there. So every time they do it, it’s like ‘da!’ 
     (Legge, architect, Int. 6, Melbourne) 
Nonhuman things are also enlisted in this work and care. For instance, the vines are tasked 
with shading the north-facing private open spaces:  
‘I guess other ideas around here were the grape vines and it works incredibly well… these vines 
are like three years old– incredibly fast. The first year they came to here, the second year they 
came across and the third year they went “phew”.’  
     (Legge, architect, Int. 6, Melbourne) 
Heller Street could be viewed as largely a ‘sustainable’ design and urban renewal project 
focused on social outcomes. Yet, its design intends (and in some respects creates) a building 
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that is responsive to place in social and ecological ways. To a limited extent, it also aims to 
‘enable’ greater human engagement with more-than-human worlds through responsiveness 
to changing human-nonhuman intra-relations – between the building and the landscape, the 
building and the sun, its human residents and the flora of the park. Despite its human-
centricism, the project as designed underscores that even the pursuit of human connection 
through ‘doing to nature’ is underlined by a host of other material and temporal connections 
that are more-than-human. 
Mullum Creek, place and ecologically responsive design  
Mullum Creek is a 56-lot residential development estate in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs, 
approximately 20 kilometre’s drive from Melbourne’s central business district. Granted 
planning approval in 2012 and launched publicly in 2014, the design is expressly directed 
toward creating built residential communities that contribute positively to ‘the 
environment’. The overview on the development’s website reads: 
‘Mullum Creek is a new residential community in the outer suburb of Donvale, Melbourne. By 
providing support and education throughout the design process, Mullum Creek is helping 
residents make a positive contribution towards protecting the environment … Homes will be 
beautifully designed to enhance and connect with the natural setting of gums and bushland.’ 
(Mullum Creek 2018)   
On a tour through the property in early 2016, one of the developers outlined the numerous 
initiatives the development team was pursuing (or had set in place) to ensure the design-
development achieved these ambitious aims. These initiatives ranged from setting aside a 
significant proportion of the property for parkland, re-zoning to increase densities allowed 
on the site, design guidelines and a design review process for all home designs before they 
are submitted for planning approval, a minimum 7.5 star thermal performance rating for the 
homes as designed, solar PV and rainwater storage requirements, requirements regulating 
the types of timber products used as well as three dimensional building and vegetation 
envelopes to ensure winter sun penetration to all dwellings. The developers also provided 
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financial incentives for purchasers to have a design consultation with an architect or building 
designer from an approved list of professionals ‘who actually understood some of the 
[ecological design] principles’ (Mathews, developer, Int. 19, Melbourne).  
In terms of how place influences this development’s design, for the developer taking me on 
the tour, the Mullum Creek he and his co-developers are trying to achieve is defined by their 
experiences growing up with the landscape and urban environmental change in the area, 
including residential development. Tied in with this was a story about how the design and 
the design guidelines they have established as developers are trying to achieve residences 
that are driven by ecological design ideas grounded specifically in this place – that is, how 
different assemblages of building, landscape, site and resident might respond to each other. 
The story of place that emerges is very much informed by nonhuman elements: the ‘ancient 
trees’ around which the estate’s master plan has been designed, or the creek, which the 
developer recognises as a shared feature of the land which birds, kangaroos and other 
animals use to migrate through the city.  
Place in the Mullum Creek design vision is therefore something that emerges with the 
history of the site but enlists its future human and existing nonhuman inhabitants as active 
participants in a process of change. In an effort to minimise harm, for instance, development 
in the masterplan was restricted to areas seen as already disturbed by humans through 
agricultural practices.  
‘And so the footprint we’ve actually ended up with for the site was about 45 per cent of it was 
going to go into park, and they were the areas that were highly already vegetated and/or very 
steep and along the waterways. And then the areas that we’re building on were the areas that 
had been intensively farmed, so they were already significantly disturbed areas ecologically 
already.’  (Mathews, developer, Int. 19, Melbourne) 
The design also acknowledges the changing needs of the area’s nonhuman animals and their 
practices that make the creek an important pathway and resting place in an area 
increasingly assigned to residential housing. The developer explained: 
Explorations with place for ecologically-responsive urban dwelling | Robertson 	
 
 
‘And it’s near the creek. And understanding environmental principles, you know, creek lines are 
good for migration of animals and reserves, and there’s a gully behind the house with some 
remnant vegetation … Environmentally, behind in the gully is a waterway, so especially with the 
rehabilitation, that can form an adjunctive part to the ecosystem that is the Mullum Creek. And 
with climate change, you know, you do see bird species starting to head back to the cities 
seeking habitat as habitat changes, so that’s there.   
And there are quite a few kangaroos on site at the moment; they didn’t used to be here. We 
think they might be escapes from the park, which is downstream ... The first time I ever saw 
kangaroos here was in the mid-70s and then after that wasn’t till the mid-90s we ever saw a 
kangaroo; now there’s been large pods of them here permanently. So they’ll probably move 
across the creek, which is in the green wedge zone, so that’s the non-developable zone.’   
(Mathews, developer, Int. 19, Melbourne)   
The prevalence of these nonhuman animals and landscape elements in the story of the 
design for this place and the initiatives to ensure the new Mullum Creek place makes a 
positive contribution to environmental protection position this project toward the 
reconciliatory/regenerative end of Reed’s (2007) trajectory of ecological design. The design 
intent for Mullum Creek is very much a design for place but it is grounded in a living systems 
view of the landscape into which residential housing and urban dwelling can be embedded 
in ecologically positive ways.  
Discussion and conclusion 
Both these cases illustrate the active assemblage of place as a continual bringing together 
(McFarlane 2011a) of more-than-human entities, including nonhuman animals, dynamic 
landscapes, buildings and their materialities and temporalities, and the socialities of human 
communities. In response to the second research question to which this thesis responds, this 
chapter has identified and contextualised different elements of place as integrated into and 
working within the design of several different projects, primarily in Melbourne and Adelaide. 
It has explored the initiatives and strategies designers and developers use to achieve 
ecologically responsive urban dwelling. The findings support some of the arguments by 
ecological design scholars (Mang and Reed 2012; Cole 2012b; Hes and du Plessis 2015; du 
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Plessis 2012) about the importance of place in ecologically-oriented sustainable design; 
particularly, that framings of place and of ‘sustainability’ are important to achieving designs 
that not only minimise environmental harm but also contribute to the flourishing of socio-
ecological systems. I have explored the importance of place-responsiveness not only in 
regenerative design, but also in the basics of passive design. This view of ‘sustainable’ design 
is at risk of framing nonhuman/natural/ecological elements (abiotic in particular) in passive 
ways. I have compared this framing to an example of a development that seeks to take 
design-development further to make a contribution to the socio-natural systems that help 
define its place in an Australian city. In this way, I have characterised this development as 
ecologically responsive to place (ecologically responsive).  
In particular, discussions with architects and project leaders pursuing ecologically 
sustainable residential design-development emphasised how important the nonhuman 
world is in framing narratives of places as they are envisioned, created and as they therefore 
may be enlisted into the task of shaping human and nonhuman place experiences. The 
designer and developer visions of more ecologically responsive urban dwelling were formed 
through existing relationships with ‘place’ and broader narratives about the need for human 
dwelling to be less impactful on the land on which it rests and for the species and systems 
humans share place with.  
‘Community’ was an ideal pursued by many of the designers and was therefore positioned at 
the heart of both place(making) and ecological design. Place(making) was seen as about 
‘life’, where this is associated primarily with human activity, but not only human activity and 
connection. The designers and developers involved in this research acknowledged to 
differing degrees that this vitality of place as community or connection is underpinned by a 
host of other material and temporal human-nonhuman interrelationships. Apart from 
humans, abiotic elements of the nonhuman world were the primary focus of how 
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ecologically sustainable places were conceived by the design/developers who participated in 
this study.  
Passive design was a starting point for ecological urbanisation for many of the designers and 
environmentally focused developers interviewed. However, the interviews suggest that 
when design is attentive to place merely through the frame of passive design, it remains a 
largely human-centric endeavour. This framing prioritises some placial relationships over 
others – e.g. sun through windows to thermal mass/sun to solar PV panels, for human 
benefit – despite acknowledgement that there is much more-than-human (human-
nonhuman and nonhuman-nonhuman) intra-action taking place. This framing also has the 
potential to limit the extent to which regenerative design objectives might be pursued by 
restraining the vital materiality (Bennett 2009) or agency (Poe et al. 2014) of these more-
than-human elements of place. At Heller Street, for instance, the shifting rubbish of the old 
clay pit and the living organisms that work to remediate the soil are acknowledged mostly 
for the work they do. While at Mullum Creek, the animals and creek are acknowledged as 
co-inhabitants who dwell in place as a living system. 
This discussion has focused on the design intentions of fourteen projects in Melbourne, 
Sydney and Adelaide. It has not provided insights into the experience of dwelling in 
ecologically sustainably designed places. As noted above, the designers who participated in 
this research noted the role of design not as determining social or ecological outcomes but 
as about creating ‘opportunities’, facilitating interaction and ‘enabling’ ecologically 
responsive practices to be carried out. The following chapters explore two cases in detail to 
discuss the influence of the design intentions introduced here on lived experience and the 
shifts in designed places toward ecological responsiveness in more depth. 
	
 
 
Chapter 5.  
 
The Commons  
 
 
‘Houses, as Suzanne Blier notes (1987:2), are living organisms. Like trees, they have life histories, 
which consist in the unfolding of their relations with both human and non-human components 
of their environments. To the extent that the influence of the human component prevails, any 
feature of the environment will seem more like a building; to the extent that the non-human 
component prevails, it will seem less so. Thus does the house, following its abandonment by its 
human occupants, become a ruin.’  
     (Ingold 1995, 78) 
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Introduction 
 
‘The Commons is about sustainable urbanisation – a replicable triple bottom line development. 
Apartments are spacious, affordable, sustainable and add value to the community. At its core, 
The Commons is about people. Its architecture serves as catalyst to unite people of similar 
values and build a community.’ (Breathe Architecture 2016) 
 
The above quote is a design statement for ‘The Commons’ apartment development in 
Brunswick (Figure 4), an inner northern suburb of Melbourne, which was published as part 
of an award announcement by the 2016 Australian Interior Design Awards. This award, 
announced almost three years after construction had been completed, was another in a 
string of honours recognising The Commons as exemplary; a building and an approach to 
residential development that Melbourne, indeed Australia, could do with more of. The 
Australian Interior Design Awards jury commended architecture firm Breathe Architecture 
and its director Jeremy McLeod for achieving a building that represented, even encouraged, 
‘sustainable’ urbanisation and people-centred residential design. Commenting on the two 
projects to receive the award for Interior Design Impact that year, the jury said ‘the 
architects and designers have achieved high-
quality spaces and materiality through intelligent 
design thinking, in-depth project understanding 
and design-led management of challenging 
budgets. More projects should be delivered this 
way’ (Australian Interior Design Awards 2016 
2016).  
Much has been written in industry and consumer 
publications about The Commons and, more 
recently, the Nightingale model of housing it was 
Figure 4. The Commons, May 2015.  
S. Robertson 
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the test bed for (see more on the Nightingale model below). This chapter explores the intent 
driving The Commons’ design, focusing on the ideas of place and sustainable urban 
development and dwelling that the project draws out. It also explores the experiences of 
some of The Commons’ human residents (aka ‘Commoners’, as they are referred to by the 
architect). The chapter is presented in three parts, the first of which looks at the design of 
the Commons. It discusses what sort of place The Commons was designed to be and the 
strategies the architects used to achieve this. In particular, it focuses on the ways the 
ecological and social elements of the place were or were not designed in to make The 
Commons a ‘sustainable’ place. This exploration of place and design asks three questions: 1) 
What are the visions and assumptions behind The Commons about socially and 
environmentally sustainable urban residential places? 2) How important is ‘place’ to 
achieving this and what is meant by place if it is important? And finally, 3) how, if at all, are 
more-than-human engagements designed in? In the context of the main question to which 
this thesis responds, about how humans in cities and cities themselves shift from place-
responsiveness toward ecological responsiveness through residential design projects, this 
case is an example of a new build project that seeks to intervene in and disrupt the ways 
residential design-development makes place in cities.  
Methodology and chapter outline 
The analysis of The Commons as designed is based on research data made and documents 
collected over a two-year period. Interviews, ethnographic observation and participation 
began in May 2015 and continued, although not continuously, through to June 2016. A 
transcript of a walking tour with the architect is used here as the primary data source, with 
additional documents analysed including a building users guide, owners corporation rules, a 
green travel plan and an outline of the development’s sustainability design and features 
(MEFL 2013).  
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Using narrative and discourse analysis of these key documents and the walking tour, it is 
perhaps not surprising to find that environmental sustainability at The Commons is first and 
foremost about people and the social elements of sustainable urban living. Place – in the 
sense of the saturation of entangled ‘intra-actions’ (Barad 2007), affect and practice into 
‘The Commons’ as a socio-material assemblage – and place-responsiveness – as engagement 
in this dynamic place as assemblage – are vital but not explicit elements of The Commons’ 
pursuit of environmentally sustainable urban dwelling. The Commons as designed is 
ecologically responsive to an extent. More-than-human engagements are designed into the 
place it is designed to be. In some ways these engagements prescribe how Commoners 
dwell. In other ways, as parts two and three of this chapter explore, the push for more 
ecologically sustainable urban dwelling through design establishes only the beginnings of 
resident experiences of place.  
The Commons is referred to as a physical building and/or place throughout this chapter and 
thesis. However, The Commons is not and cannot be contained to its physical form. The 
Commons as a place assemblage has no neat boundaries defined by its walls, ceiling or 
property lines. It extends into the street, into the world of architecture, design and planning, 
and into ‘Nightingale’. It also extends into debate and discussion about making more 
‘sustainable’ cities. The first Nightingale project was, at the time of researching and writing 
this thesis, under development and was therefore much talked about when data used for 
this project was made. As noted in Chapter three, this research aims to explore, render and 
enliven (Vannini 2015b, 21) the interrelationships at play in the design of a place like The 
Commons. It is limited in the extent it does so, however. The design intent and its 
implications rendered here are therefore partial; focused on understanding The Commons 
as a place assemblage in processes of knotted, more-than-human becoming.  
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Having briefly outlined specific aspects of data making and analysis for this case study’s 
design, the chapter moves on to render The Commons as place in thick narrative description 
for the reader. The idea of sustainability being pursued by the Commons project architect 
and how this is governed are then outlined before a more substantial discussion and analysis 
of vignettes from the walking tour are explored to discuss The Commons as place-
responsive. The remaining discussion in Part I of this chapter brings the nexus of the social 
and ecological elements of The Commons as designed into sharper critique. Part II of this 
chapter explores resident lived experiences in more detail. The methods used to analyse 
resident lived experience at The Commons are discussed in the introduction to Part II. Part III 
of this chapter discusses the ways the design and its narrative of (and for) place and for 
change inform and interact with Commoner lived experiences as well as the more-than-
human encounters that destabilise this narrative.  
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Part I 
A visit to and through The Commons 
The Commons sits at the end of a dead-end street in Melbourne’s inner northern suburb of 
Brunswick. The six-storey residential apartment building is nestled alongside a bike path and 
a metropolitan train station. It houses four commercial spaces on the ground floor, 
including, in 2016/17, the office of the building’s architect and a café and wine store facing 
the street. Above are twenty-four apartments, sixteen two-bedroom and eight one-
bedroom. Twelve deep balconies look north, another twelve face Melbourne’s central 
business district to the south. Approached from the east and the north, the building’s façade 
is an industrial palette of steel softened by timber and sea green cladding. The metal chains 
that run vertically taught down the northern facade support (depending on the time of year) 
climbing plants that are designed to shade the deep balconies and north-facing apartments 
in summer.  
Lining the narrow street approaching the Commons at the time research was carried out 
were wide driveways, one for the (seemingly) abandoned mechanics shop that sits to the 
building’s east, several on the opposite side of the street into a relatively vacant block that 
sits opposite, an old brick warehouse next to it (and site of the Nightingale 1 development, 
the Commons ‘little sister’) and a new apartment development next to that. Diagonally 
opposite up the street is a multi-residential apartment development (under construction 
while data was made). On weekdays, the street was mostly quiet, punctuated by commuters 
making their way to the train station, sounds of construction work and the regular sounds of 
horns, braking and electronic beeping as trains came and went, their doors opening and 
closing. On weekends and particularly during warmer periods there were regularly people 
around. Garage sales, a spontaneous David Bowie tribute party and other street parties and 
markets were fairly regular occurrences as I carried out ethnographic work. Green chalk 
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paint used for one of The Commons’ street parties months earlier remained visible over the 
year. Plants and trees were a minimal presence, although plants at least were not lacking. 
Otherwise, the street was all hard surfaces. In January 2017, Breathe Architecture was 
seeking signatures for a petition for the municipal government to create a parklet at the end 
of the street and a temporary one was eventually established in 2018. Along the fence of the 
train station, a handful of juvenile plants attempted to grow, supported by a drip irrigation 
system installed by residents. Walking south along the bike path beside The Commons in the 
direction of Melbourne’s central business district, a seat and garden bed were placed in 
front of a utility entrance to the stairwell that separates the north-facing apartments from 
the south-facing ones. At the southern edge of the building a small patch of grass lined the 
roller-door entrance to the bike shed, The Commons equivalent to a car park.  
Not visible from the street, there are communal spaces on the building’s roof, which is split 
into two – north and south. Emerging from the lift well, there is a communal laundry and a 
small deck that was home to the resident bee-colony. To the south the roof houses the 
water tanks, solar hot water and solar photovoltaic systems as well as clotheslines, a 
barbecue space and a roof garden tended at that time by the building manager. The 
northern section of the roof was devoted to planter boxes with herbs, vegetables, fruit and 
trees encouraged by residents to grow despite the hot northerly winds that batter them in 
summer.  
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Figure 5. Entrance hall & foyer at The Commons. Image © Diana Snape, available at 
http://www.breathe.com.au/the-commons-1/ 
The Commons internal palette is minimal, modern and industrial. In the lobby, remnants of 
paint highlight the brown brick wall with dashes of colour (Figure 5). The bricks are physical 
pieces of the bakery that once inhabited the site; the paint a reminder and reference to the 
graffiti and street art that runs along much of the length of the buildings along the railway 
line. Underfoot is an exposed, lightly ground concrete floor. Thick supporting columns and 
exposed utility pipes run up the walls and along the ceiling. A painted chalkboard by the lift 
was always in use, either welcoming someone home, telling residents about the next 
rooftop barbeque or upcoming event. People came and went either from the one elevator, 
the glassed-in stairwell on the western side or from the bike park or offices at the southern 
end of the building. In the levels above, the corridors are cosy with black painted timber 
panelling contrasted with the warming textures of vertical shiplap timber panelling.   
The Common’s aesthetic speaks to the working-class heritage of the suburb which was a 
thriving manufacturing area from the 1920s through to the 1950s and 1960s (City of 
Brunswick 1994, 97). Brickmaking in Brunswick is believed to date to the 1840s in an area 
rich in clay and bluestone (City of Brunswick 1994, 97). Warehouses and factories remain a 
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common element of the streetscape, but development converting these into townhouses 
and apartments is evident. The Commons was one of numerous multi-residential dwelling 
units constructed or under construction in Melbourne’s inner northern suburbs (as at 
February 2017).  
In 2018, after fieldwork for this research had been completed, Breathe Architecture 
concluded construction of Nightingale I, diagonally opposite The Commons. Replacing an old 
factory, Nightingale I was described by The Commons architect as the project that takes on 
board all the learnings from The Commons to achieve triple bottom line sustainability – 
ecological, social and financial. In June 2018, Nightingale I was one of a number of 
Nightingale Housing projects at different stages of development. The ‘Nightingale model’ is 
in an extension of the vision behind The Commons to create more affordable and 
environmentally sustainable medium-density inner-city apartment living in Australian cities 
through deliberative development models (Sharam, Bryant, and Alves 2015). Affordability is 
not the focus of this research; however, it is noted here because The Commons was always 
part of a larger vision to bring more affordable and environmentally sustainable housing to 
Melbourne. In 2013, Brunswick’s median house sale price was AU$676,000, above the 
national median sale price of AU$430,000, but below the median sale price for the greater 
inner Melbourne region (ABS 2017). In 2016, Nightingale I apartments sold for between 
AU$415,000 (one-bedroom) and AU$665,000 (two-bedroom), with Nightingale Housing 
suggesting apartments were delivered about 19 per cent below the price of equivalent 
housing in the same suburb’ (Nightingale Housing 2018, sec. Financial). For the architects 
involved in Nightingale projects, The Commons has served as proof of concept, but it is in 
the Nightingale model idea where affordability and sustainable design are being pursued.  
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Sustainability and sustainable design at The Commons 
The Commons was designed by the relatively young but very successful architecture firm, 
Breathe Architecture. Initially developed as an architect-led project, the architects involved 
sought the support of an ‘ethical’ developer to deliver the building after the project ran into 
difficulty procuring funding in 2007 during the Global Financial Crisis. The Commons took 
several years to go through design, planning and construction, eventually completed at the 
end of 2013 when the first residents began moving in. Since its construction, the project has 
won over fourteen awards, receiving thirteen in 2014 alone at the state and federal level, six 
of which were awards for sustainability.  
Architect Jeremy McLeod (and his team at Breathe) designed The Commons to be Australia’s 
‘most sustainable’ residential apartment development. The project received a Nationwide 
House Energy Rating Scheme (NatHERS) 7.5 star thermal energy performance rating, above 
the minimum 5 then 6-star (from 2013) rating under the National Construction Code. 
McLeod describes the design approach as based on an ‘architecture of reduction’ aimed to 
minimise cost and boost thermal performance. A brochure handed to residents about 
Sustainability at The Commons by a local not-for-profit organisation tackling climate change, 
the Moreland Energy Foundation (MEFL), begins: ‘Urban developments built now and into 
the future will have a lasting effect on the sustainability of our cities’ (MEFL 2013, 1). It 
outlines the basic principles of sustainability at The Commons as zero carbon, zero waste, 
sustainable transport, sustainable products and materials, and sustainable water (MEFL 
2013). These principles were incorporated from concept through planning, design, and 
construction and were intended to be implemented once in operation. The architect 
incorporated these elements by, amongst other things, reducing what were deemed 
unnecessary elements such as a basement car park and individual laundries or second 
bathrooms, exposing rather than concealing services and utilities, and incorporating more 
expensive thermally-efficient double-glazing, high levels of insulation and recycled material 
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finishes. The Commons used a sustainable urban development framework developed by 
MEFL (2016, 1) ‘to communicate [the design and developer’s] approach to sustainability’. In 
line with the design approach, these initiatives overwhelmingly focused on efficiency and 
the minimisation of materials and resources to minimise the building’s environmental 
impact, particularly its carbon footprint. In the mid-to-late 2000s and early 2010s, The 
Commons was a forward-thinking development that its awards reflect as leading in the field. 
However, the approach to sustainability also reflects thinking about sustainable design at 
the time, which was focused on resource and technological efficiency; for instance, the use 
of gas-boosted solar hot water as opposed to the fossil-free approach taken in the 
Nightingale 1 project.  
Governing designed-in sustainability at The Commons 
The Commons design thinking about sustainability extends to supporting more sustainable 
(socially, ecologically and financially) urbanisation and dwelling in cities. It explicitly aims to 
encourage more environmentally sustainable urban dwelling; in particular, to facilitate 
people and lifestyles with lower carbon and water footprints.  
‘The Commons was designed and built with sustainability principles at its core. In relative terms, 
a resident of The Commons should have an ecological footprint one quarter that of a typical 
suburban dweller.’ (The Commons: Building Users Guide)  
The architect and developer used information, guiding principles and some prescriptive rules 
to facilitate the transfer of environmentally sustainable design to living. Sustainability tips 
were included for residents in a building users guide and more rigorous standards were set 
out in the Owner’s Corporation rules and a Green Travel Plan. The Owners Corporation sets 
The Commons as ‘a leading sustainable residential development in design, construction and 
ongoing operation’. Energy efficiency, waste minimisation, water efficiency, sustainable 
transport and food production are listed as the guiding principles for the building’s 
management and operation. According to these guidelines, when notified, members and 
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guests are asked to participate in recycling, environmental performance monitoring and 
water efficiency practices.  
It is through the Green Travel Plan that Commoners are perhaps intended to be most 
directed in their ways of life. The plan aims to reduce carbon emissions associated with the 
development and its inhabitants, particularly through limiting the feasibility of car 
ownership among residents. The Green Travel Plan is the document where the ideal 
Commons and ideal Commoner are candidly set out:  
‘Encouraging sustainable contemporary lifestyle choices, the residences will be owner-occupied 
by inner-city urban dwellers for which public transport offers the most efficient solution’ 
(Breathe Architecture) 
The statement’s vagueness about what or who encourages ‘sustainable contemporary 
lifestyle choices’, hints at the way The Commons operates as a complex placial framework 
that is both idea and physical structure (Malpas 1999). The statement mixes the 
responsibility of humans for making these choices with an appeal to efficiency, a term that 
could be understood to refer to both carbon emissions and the temporal and physical 
efficiency of user practices. The architect is more straightforward in explaining the design 
intent of the transport plan: it was partly meant as a ‘dictatorial’ to make parking 
inaccessible. The idea, he said, was: ‘[Y]ou have to pay $1000 in owners’ corporation fees. 
That $1000 a year buys you $500 a year on your Myki [a state public transport travel] card 
and $500 ride share … So you’d be crazy to come here, bring a car, not be able to park it out 
on the street anywhere’ (McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015). In 2015, two years into 
life at The Commons, with only a handful of cars between over 40 residents, the architect 
was still hopeful to reduce car ownership to zero: ‘We’re pretty confident that as the council 
starts to enforce those restrictions that will go down to zero; that’s what we’re hoping’ 
(McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015). Here, he references his view of the need for 
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multiple parties in effective urban design, planning and governance; architects and 
developers can only take this so far.17  
 
The Commons as place-responsive  
 
‘It’s … this very honest expression, which kind of works in the context of Brunswick, which is, The 
Commons is not meant to be perfect. It’s not meant to be the end solution for living; it’s meant 
to be the starting point.’   (McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015) 
 
Although the architect does not explicitly draw on the concept or terminology of ‘place’ in 
his discussions of The Commons, The Commons as designed is place-responsive. The design 
encourages learning by doing and meaning making; it does this socially and in the context of 
the interactions it encourages with the humans and nonhumans that comprise it. The 
Commons as a designed place, then, renders urban dwelling and urbanisation as a knotted 
and dynamic place-assemblage. In this way, its design is responsive to place in ecological 
ways. However, as this chapter explores, this responsiveness is limited by dominant 
narratives of sustainability and socio-ecological threats (e.g. carbon emissions) and by a 
temporally defined view of the place the building aims to become a part of.   
The Commons is place responsive in the way it is designed to enter into dialogue with socio-
cultural ideas about Brunswick and Melbourne as places imbued with social history, 
meaning and contestation. The social-cultural focus of this place(making) comes through in 
the story behind the tagging and/or street art on the ground floor brick wall that lines the 
bike path (Figure 6). Taking visitors on the tour, the architect told a story of the way The 
                                                             
17 The issue of car parks in inner city apartment developments would come to a head several months after the 
walking tour when the Nightingale project under construction opposite The Commons ended up in a local 
government urban planning committee meeting due to objections that as designed it had no car parks. That 
project was allowed to proceed with two car spots designed into the building. Nightingale projects II and III also 
faced opposition and were taken to the state’s civil administrative tribunal but have since been approved without 
parking.  
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Commons fitted itself into the cultural heritage of the area, and more particularly how it 
negotiated a contestation of place-meaning and physical space.  
 
Figure 6. Street art and garden at the base of The Commons along the bike path, September 2015.  
S. Robertson.
So there was an old croissant bakery 
on this site back in 2007 
and it was covered in graffiti.  
And when we demolished that 
we cleaned the bricks… 
we found the same graffiti artist 
and we got those guys to paint the 
outside… 
and we brought them back…  
And they’re pretty tough 
Upfield rail corridor crew,  
so they own this stretch of land through 
there… 
and there’s a pretty tough culture here 
and there’s lots of tagging  
that goes on over the murals. 
Since those guys have come back 
and actually done work on the building 
we’ve had no tagging.  
It’s not just occupied,  
it’s occupied by respected artists… 
These guys, when we first occupied the 
building, 
the first couple of months, 
the building got tagged consistently…  
we were pretty relaxed about it… 
And after these guys came back all that 
stopped. 
And they met all the residents 
and the residents had a barbeque for them, 
got to meet them,  
and a lot of these guys are vegetarian  
and really, really sweet guys,  
and got to build relationships  
with [one of the older residents] who is …  
bringing cups of tea while they’re working.  
 
(McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015) 
	
In the above narrative, the design of The Commons, its built form and its human residents 
are depicted as place-responsive through processes of urban learning (McFarlane 2011b). As 
outlined in Amati et al. (2017), urban learning is a continuous form of human engagement in 
cities that involves the intertwined processes of translation, coordination and dwelling. 
‘Translation refers to the actors, processes, systems and materialities through which diverse 
views are voiced and through which learning is produced … This movement of actors, 
knowledge and materialities inevitably requires coordination or coordinators, tools, sites 
and systems that facilitate learning’ (Amati, Freestone, and Robertson 2017, 98, emphasis in 
original). McFarlane draws on Ingold’s (2011; 1995) notion of dwelling to highlight ‘the city 
as a place that is not just inhabited but that is produced through that inhabiting’ (McFarlane 
2011a, 651).   
The architect’s narrative above begins by reasserting perceptions of graffiti artists as ‘tough’, 
deviant and involved in turf wars along the bike path. Tagging over murals, listeners are told, 
is common until the architect intervened to invite and sanction a certain crew to claim the 
wall back as their own space. The subsequent interaction between Commoners and artists 
as they paint the wall is described as resolving not only the contest between taggers and 
street artists but between those street artists and Commoners (and by extension the tour 
participants listening to the story) by breaking through dominant views about graffiti/street 
art and its artists as unsanctioned or deviant. The ‘tough’ rail corridor crew become ‘sweet’ 
tea-drinking artists. Through juxtaposition, contest and resolution, the story is an account 
that seeks to validate the building’s place in the community as working with Brunswick’s 
existing culture. In this narrative, The Commons as designed, particularly through its physical 
form, becomes a site for translation and a means through which coordination makes place. 
The story can therefore be read as an example of the way the design sought to weave The 
Commons into the knotted social and cultural assemblage of place that is a changing but still 
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gritty and socially and culturally diverse suburb. This story also speaks to the designed intent 
for The Commons as a ‘starting point … for living’; a social and physical base from where and 
through which ‘better’ urban dwelling can be encouraged. The Commons is therefore 
designed to continually unfold through material and social entanglements. Yet as I will 
discuss, this departure point is not without its politics.  
With its focus on the social dynamics and contestation of space, the materiality of the site 
and its art is backgrounded in the above narrative. However, it is at the intersection of 
materiality and sociality that The Commons (as a building, but also as a place designed to 
facilitate active and ecologically sustainable urban living) is designed to be place responsive 
in more-than-human ways. It is designed to respond to and mediate a changing climate – 
through its materiality, its greenery and, for instance, the use of double glazing; it is 
designed to respond to the city’s infrastructure and urban morphology – including 
Melbourne’s transport systems and the heat stresses and loads the city’s inhabitants 
(including its buildings) are subject to; and, as the above street art story and the use of 
reclaimed bricks suggest, The Commons is designed to respond to the socio-cultural place 
already in place, that is, to its recent past, present and future.  
The architect’s account of the use of recycled floorboards in each apartment illustrates how 
socio-material entities, specifically socio-ecological understandings of ‘naturalness’, are 
entangled in the building’s design.  
 
[We stand in the first floor lobby/common 
area. It’s a narrow hall, timber floor, black 
painted plywood walls, exposed services run 
along the ceiling.]  
 
 
So there’s natural concrete,  
recycled timber floors.  
All the floors in The Commons are top nailed 
in,  
so there’s no glue,  
which means at the end of this building’s life,  
it might be fifty years or 100 hundred years,  
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it’s probably the only apartment building in 
Melbourne  
where the floor can be re-lifted  
and re-used once again.  
 
And the great thing about that is  
we worked with the carpenters  
about giving them a bit of room to move  
… 
we gave them a tolerance of 2mm.  
Because when you’ve got old floors,  
some of the boards aren’t built perfectly.  
So the carpenters freaked out  
when they first started working on it:  
This is never going to work,  
we’ve got to pull it all up;  
we’ve got to buy new timber.  
I came over and had a look  
and said, this is beautiful.  
They’re like, what?  
What sort of architect are you?  
 
So all the floors have a wax finish on them 
only  
which means they’re washed with warm 
water only  
… 
You can’t get a recycled batch of timber this 
big for the whole building,  
which means that every apartment has 
different flooring.  
So we’ve got 135mm boards,  
L’s got 108,  
A has 60s,  
N’s got 88.  
Everyone’s got different width floors,  
different species,  
different story  
and everyone’s got this sense of ownership 
over their own apartment.  
 
(McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015)
 
In this narrative account, the architect stresses a building designed to be flexible and 
responsive to difference and to change. The design seeks to redefine perfection, which is 
contrasted against business-as-usual human views and construction practices and instead is 
believed to come down to people working with ‘nature’ and its imperfections, valuing the 
ways nonhuman materials have ‘purposive agency’ and ‘are palpably active in the 
(re)construction of our world’ (Cloke and Jones 2003, 199). Beginning with the framing of 
‘natural’ concrete and timber, the architect tells how the design has challenged ideas about 
perfection and beauty. Getting the carpenters to work with imperfections in the timber, 
being constrained by limits to its supply, the process of maintaining and cleaning the timber 
with a ‘wax finish only’ or washing it with ‘warm water only’, these are processes designed 
to engage carpenters and, more importantly, Commoners and interested visitors with 
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specificity and difference – ‘different floor widths, different species, different story’ 
(McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015). A respect for inter-generational time is a key 
element of this design thinking – the building has a life, the timber, already recycled and 
‘old’ can be used again; the timber must be engaged with in a continuing sense through the 
use of natural oils and waxes rather than set-and-forget synthetic solid coatings.  
Given the entanglement the above account speaks of trying to initiate into the build and 
dwelling process, the resolution to this story is initially surprising as it immediately brings 
the plane of place and place(making) back into the human realm:  
‘Everyone’s got different floor widths, different species, different story and everyone’s got this 
sense of ownership over their own apartment.’    (McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015) 
A sense of home ownership is explained here as being created when humans engage in 
meaning or identity-making to make place. Each batch of timber is acknowledged as unique, 
a ‘different species’, and the timber’s agency is a significant part of what contributes to 
making place experience for human residents. However, these and other building materials 
are primarily acknowledged for the work they do to encourage human place responsiveness. 
Timber is called on more than once as an element in the material palette that makes the 
place feel like home, rather than, for instance, an apartment. The reference to ‘natural’ 
concrete also exposes the situatedness of these materials in human-designed contexts for 
human use. For instance, exposed, unrendered or unplastered concrete is ‘natural’, but this 
naturalness defines the material in its raw yet still highly processed and produced form (for 
building construction). Still, even in this state, the account still renders the activity and work 
of these materials as lively. 
Complicating the story here further, more than just calling on these ‘natural’ materials to 
work for The Commons’ human inhabitants, part of the design intent outlined here is the 
belief that part of sustainable urban dwelling is an ethic of care (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017). 
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The design seeks to develop this through facilitated human engagements with recycled 
timbers, ‘natural’ finishes and/or the need to open and close windows and doors to 
maintain thermal comfort rather than rely on active heating, cooling or automated windows. 
The design, therefore, encourages engagement with the vital ‘natural’ materiality of The 
Commons as an approach to encourage a greater sense of The Commons as a dynamic place 
full of meaning, activity and ‘response-abilities’ (Haraway 2008). In the story of the 
floorboards, the sense of responsibility for these materials is eventually brought back to 
human ‘ownership’. However, the rest of the narrative suggests ecologically oriented 
dwelling is pursued through a more complex design process of entangling human-material-
building-nature intra-actions to facilitate a more ecologically responsive ethic of care for 
nonhuman others.  
Greening with plants and introducing green as opposed to grey space is another important 
element of the design that seeks to bridge public and private space and facilitate human 
interaction with the nonhuman world. At the street level, the introduction of green space is 
described as ‘a small gesture’ to the public that blurs the boundary between public and 
private space and seeks to facilitate active transport and recreation (Figure 6). 
The idea was that in this crappy little precinct 
where guys are getting shot 
and Jill Marr was killed 400 metres to the 
south,  
the idea is that if we start to build a precinct 
of great architects 
building sustainable buildings here 
you start to build a stronger walking 
community. 
We’re negotiating with [the local council] 
About … turning this into a park.  
… 
We made a couple of really simple,  
very, very small civic gestures 
Which was to set the building back from the 
bike path… 
And to plant some plants there.  
By setting the building back 
We actually got to introduce some green 
space. 
… 
So people actually sit here [Figure 6] during 
the year.  
So little gestures like this, 
Little bits of generosity.  
 
(McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015)
	 
Figure 7. Climbing plants growing up The Commons facade in summer, December 2015.  
S. Robertson. 
 
Green space here is juxtaposed against the gritty, sometimes unsafe, industrial and car-
focused character of the area. Instead, greening is framed as another element of people-
centred design. This is carried through on the façade (Figure 7) and the rooftop garden and 
planter boxes for the residents to use (Figure 8). It is here that the design comes more 
directly into contention with the elements. While the species on the south side of the roof 
‘have flourished’, gardens on the north side struggle in the face of hot northerly winds.  
 
 
 
Figure 8. Planter boxes on the roof 
of The Commons, September 2015.  
S. Robertson.  
5. The Commons  	
137 
 
 
Finally, The Commons is designed as an intervention in the ways the city functions and is 
made. As the architect explained: 
When we designed this,  
the goalpost was Australia’s most sustainable,  
like a flagship.  
It was meant to be a pilot building  
that other people could learn from  
and perhaps replicate.  
That hasn’t actually happened around here.  
We built this first  
and then everyone started putting up the 
same crap  
that they’ve always been putting up.  
But that was the goal.  
 
(McLeod, walking tour, Int. 1, May 2015) 
 
The goal for The Commons is, therefore, to be a leading example of sustainable, medium 
density residential design. It is designed to set an example about the potential of design to 
build better cities, better housing infrastructure, and better residential places for people, 
but in the process, to enable the interactions between these elements of cities and place to 
work in greater harmony.  
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Discussion – place and the socio-ecological entanglements of The 
Commons 
The discussion so far has demonstrated that The Commons as designed is attentively 
responsive to place and that this responsiveness is enacted through entanglements and 
interactions at different levels, from the street and neighbourhood level to its engagement 
in larger social, cultural and economic discussions about sustainable and affordable housing 
development across the city. In Chapter two I discussed the need to think through different 
metaphors of place to render its dynamism. Throughout the tour of The Commons, the 
architect spoke about the different elements of The Commons, including the glazing, the 
timber, the rooftop garden, the thermal envelope, the people next door, the local council, 
the public, the plants, the train line, the bike path, the suburb of Brunswick and more. These 
elements are woven together in knots of different sizes and textures. For example, the 
architect ties together different cultural elements of the place when he tells the story of the 
street art on the wall. Meanwhile, the beginning of the tour puts The Commons into its 
urban context and the different social, physical and cultural elements that it both responds 
to and ultimately aims to change. In the middle of the tour he hones in on the social-
material interactions to describe the material crafting of The Commons. 
With its focus on ‘environmental’ or ‘ecological’ sustainability (the two are used 
interchangeably), the place-responsiveness at play in the design of The Commons is social 
and ecological. The Commons is socially and ecologically responsive in the way it is designed 
to respond to its local context, to wider issues around quality housing and to the global 
challenge of producing urban housing solutions that reduce carbon and water use. It 
challenges conventional ideas around beauty of materials and it is designed to encourage 
ongoing engagement with, and an ethical mindfulness (Cloke and Jones 2003) for and with, 
these materials.  
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However, the design is also focused in the way it engages with, frames and makes use of 
vital nonhuman materialities and temporalities. It is designed to both open to and keep out 
the nonhuman world. The use of ‘natural’ materials such as exposed concrete and 
undressed (or we could say lightly dressed) timber is one example. The previous life of 
timber floorboards and cladding are acknowledged as is their inevitable vitality – they will 
grey, age and change but through regular maintenance that works with this vitality, co-
existence can be facilitated and is encouraged by the design. The pared back texture of what 
were framed as ‘earthly’ building materials such as concrete, despite its energy intensive 
human production, is on display and available for interaction rather than hidden. Other vital 
matter, such as excessive heat and intense summer sunlight, are purposefully excluded.  The 
agencies of included and excluded plants and vital materials are acknowledged and even 
revered. Yet materials are ultimately revered primarily for the services they perform for 
humans and it is with humans that their stories resolve. For instance, while parts of The 
Commons are designed for plants and animals and there is a focus on providing green space, 
the design is limited in the extent to which it addresses biodiversity in cities or the living 
things people share cities with. This is not to critique the lengths to which the design and 
building goes to pursue more sustainable urban design, development and dwelling. It is 
unavoidable to an extent, however, the ecological responsiveness of the design and the 
building itself is somewhat limited by its human-centric narrative in the way it responds to 
ecological challenges.  
A closer look at the temporal frame within which The Commons’ design is responsive to 
place also reveals the limits of the design’s ecological responsiveness. Time and temporality 
are key elements of the story of The Commons. Temporally, timber and concrete, for 
example, are material entities whose lifespan may outlive the building, but they remain 
largely framed by their ‘useful’ life for humans. Overwhelmingly, then, the dominant 
narrative within which The Commons advances its sustainability is framed by Melbourne and 
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Brunswick’s relatively recent, colonial and industrial past and a future in which Melbourne’s 
population rises dramatically and in which climate change, ill-health, social isolation and 
affordability are the dominant threats to a sustainable future. The design does not, for 
instance, address the long-term socio-ecological history of the site before white settlement.  
Finally, it is not just at the scale of local socio-material interactions that The Commons’ 
design intends to facilitate more ecologically responsive cities in a broad sense. Through 
passive design and high thermal performance, the building’s design considers its interactions 
with the variability of the climate and city-scale infrastructure networks, which the building 
and its inhabitants rely on. Here the design creates The Commons as a shelter, with 
Commoners shielded from the outside. For example, in an account of the building’s good 
thermal performance in a heat wave in Melbourne, the architect described The Commons as 
a ‘refuge’ that continued to keep the heat out and its inhabitants ‘sleeping fine’ (McLeod, 
walking tour, Int. 1) while the suburb’s grid failed to cope with demand and other Brunswick 
residents experienced electrical outages. As an example used by the architect to argue for 
better urban residential design and development, this account is an example of The 
Commons as a self-contained and self-sufficient place. But it is also part of the broader 
narrative that positions The Commons as a new approach to housing. It therefore speaks to 
the way The Commons as place is strategically emplaced in, but also seeks to be responsive 
to broader, more complicated urban assemblages of housing in crisis (Kaika 2004) and the 
city as always in the making, under contestation and more-than-human.   
The Commons as designed can, therefore, be understood as a socio-ecological place 
responsive assemblage. It is responsive to its place in Melbourne’s current social, cultural 
and material fabric and it is responsive to Melbourne and its specific geographic location as 
defined by its climate. Socially, it aims to help residents build meaningful, low carbon lives 
by working with other residents and drawing on urban infrastructure and services. It is socio-
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ecologically responsive because it responds to and seeks to strengthen some human-
nonhuman interactions in the urban area of Brunswick. These interactions are encouraged 
through the building’s materiality, particularly its ‘natural’ materials. However, this 
responsiveness is weighted to the side of the social and the ecological framing has temporal 
boundaries – it is modern human time that dominates (Bastian 2009; Puig de la Bellacasa 
2017). Moreover, the agency of the material elements that make The Commons remain 
defined by the work they do for its (mostly) human inhabitants. The ecological 
responsiveness of The Commons’ design is, therefore, limited by a certain narrative of 
environmental sustainability and of threats to humans living in urban environments – social, 
ecological and their nexus. True to the design’s intent, however, the bringing together of 
different elements leaves a legacy that is always unravelling so new threads can be stitched 
together. It is to explore these interactions and entanglements that I will now turn.   
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Part II 
Introduction 
The previous part of this chapter explored The Commons design as aiming to create 
sustainable urban dwelling for residents and to inspire similar projects at a broader scale 
across Melbourne. The chapter now turns to explore how place is experienced by Commons 
residents. Further, it discusses what their place experiences tell us about more-than-human 
entanglements and ‘sustainable’ urban dwelling. To do this, this part of the chapter works 
through human Commoner experiences of place at The Commons. It explores how human-
nonhuman relations manifest through dwelling and the role of design in this engagement. 
The discussion draws on data and breaks place experience at The Commons into three 
elements: place as community, the materiality of place and its temporal dimensions. These 
are not intended as, nor should they be read as, distinct categories of place experience. 
However, their breadth makes them helpful analytical frames to explore the particularities 
of human-nonhuman placial relations in their socio-ecological meshing and the implications 
of these entanglements for ecologically responsive urban dwelling.  
The analysis reveals the extent to which place experience is continually in the making. It 
shows that even if specific meaning-infused places, such as individual apartments, are at 
times rendered as persistently familiar, the residents’ place experiences are not bounded by 
their homes but extend to The Commons building and its human community and to the 
wider suburb of Brunswick. Approached within a more-than-human frame, the Commons 
community is understood to be first and foremost defined by its human members; however, 
plants, bees, pets and the material textures of the place are also active agents in the making 
of human place experience. Further, these living and non-living material entities are 
experienced as dynamic with an agency or liveliness that is acknowledged, and at times 
expected, to contribute to the making of place. This liveliness is also acknowledged as 
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pushing back against human-directed place making. Temporal rhythms between human and 
nonhuman entities are similarly constantly in flux. In some cases more-than-human 
temporal ‘intra-actions’ (Barad 2007) emerge as facilitated by The Commons’ design. In 
other cases, these temporal intra-actions are rendered more clearly by the ways they work 
outside this design and its placial narrative. Finally, the analysis reveals that the framing of 
‘sustainability’ advanced by the design persists amongst its human residents who reiterate 
the role of The Commons as an example of more sustainable urban dwelling.  
The following discussion is based on narrative analysis of interviews with nine Commoners, 
six of whom completed photovoice journals. Included in this count of residents is the 
architect, although he did not complete a photo journal. As discussed in Chapter three 
(Research Design), this analysis involved dividing the interviews into stanzas before 
analysing these stanzas in more depth. As part of this technique, each stanza was given a 
thematic descriptor and analytical codes. The result was an overview by stanza of the photo 
journal narrative account and subsequent discussion. Alongside photo journals and 
interviews, I engaged in participatory ethnography with Commoners over a ten-month 
period between August 2015 and June 2016. In total, I visited The Commons over 14 times, 
including making data during visits to community events at The Commons and outside it. For 
example, I attended a Moreland City Council urban development committee meeting where 
The Commons architect, purchasers of Nightingale I apartments and Commoners were in 
attendance, a street party and a garage sale. Residents who completed photo journals and 
interviews were a mixture of owner-occupiers (n=5) and renters (n=4). Five were male and 
four were female. They ranged in age from less than 25 years to 44-years-old. The majority 
were professionals and had been living there since The Commons was built at the end of 
2013. As noted in Chapter three, resident narratives and images are presented together. All 
residents have been given pseudonyms to protect their identities. As The Commons is a 
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small community, some quotes have not been attributed to specific pseudonyms and some 
photos have been purposively excluded with a note that an image has been removed.  
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Place experience at The Commons 
Community at The Commons 
When Commoners were asked what they liked most about the place, the majority said it 
was the ‘community’. One resident, for example, said:  
I would love to say the awesome architecture  
… 
But I would have to say the architecture has been a catalyst  
for bringing a certain type of person here.  
And so for me, I love my neighbours 
and I love the community  
that has developed here.  
So I’d have to say the people I live with.  
 
(Bobbie, Commons resident, Int. 17) 
 
The photo journals support this sentiment. All participants included photos of people, 
mostly engaged in social or recreational activities such as dinners, group classes, gatherings 
on balconies, on the roof or in apartments, or photos of particular people from within but 
also outside The Commons. Commoners identified that having people with similar values 
contributed to making it a strong and supportive community. These similar values aligned 
around sharing, pro-environmental practices in line with ideas about reducing carbon and 
water footprints, and appreciation of good design. For Commoners, community was largely 
about a sense of support, safety, shared values and encouragement as well as the 
governance of daily life there. Community was made through contributions to maintaining 
and managing The Commons, through everyday support, inspiration around making change 
towards sustainable goals happen and through social leisure engagements. In this sense, 
community acted as a dominant element of place experience and illustrated how place was 
constantly being made through human interaction. Part of this dynamism of community as 
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central to place experience was rendered in Commoners’ participation in social activities and 
the governance of The Commons. The Commoners who completed photo journals were all 
actively involved in social events and managing and maintaining The Commons in some way. 
Their participation ranged from taking part in social gatherings – such as rooftop barbeques, 
sport trips, cooking classes or ‘progressive dinners’ (where different courses are hosted by 
different apartments) – to involvement in formal governance processes such as Owners 
Corporation matters and informal, more fluid and adaptive governance processes or 
management and maintenance chores – such as the watering roster for common green 
areas, posting messages and queries on the Facebook site, gardening  or stringing Christmas 
lights on the building’s facade.  
Many Commoners who completed photo journals noted that involvement in social activities 
was not required and was not something expected of all residents. The architect himself 
described half the Commoners as ‘introverts’ and others as ‘go-getters’. Participants seemed 
respectful of this difference. They all noted that apartment living had implications for how 
they lived, particularly making them mindful of their noise levels as noise did carry between 
floors and into neighbouring apartments. Although it was not discussed in depth, 
participants spoke of different approaches to the management of Commons life. These 
differences of opinion were experienced as an inevitable element of living in close quarters. 
This ranged from different points of view about formal and informal living practices and 
governance processes, to observations about involvement in social events. Community 
conflict was not discussed as a common feature of life there. However, a few residents 
noted differences of opinion about couch-surfers and sub-letting apartments to outsiders.  
However, the Commons community was not only made up of Commons residents. 
Commoners also identified their place as being with the Nightingale and Brunswick 
communities. Participant accounts brought forth resident experiences and understandings 
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of ‘community’ as something with uncertain boundaries and always subject to negotiation, 
as is discussed in the literature on the sociology of community (see Mulligan 2014). One way 
this negotiation manifested was through the value Commoners placed on diverse human 
community members and how this aligned with concerns about gentrification and 
residential development in the area. For instance, one Commoner valued the diversity of 
Commons residents and was accepting of the different ways they contributed to the 
building’s community. They compared this to the selection process for residents for the 
Nightingale development, and the risk of creating a ‘monoculture’ of ‘white middle class 
communities’.   
Because the community that has developed here  
has been organic.  
And they’re trying to replicate that  
but are they [the selected residents] actually going to put more effort in?  
Whereas this has just happened naturally.  
And yes there are different levels [of community participation] 
and that causes angst for some people,  
but we are just a cobbled together thing,  
we are not a formal co-operative.  
So if you want to participate in gardening, good,  
if not, well then no one can have a go at you.  
 
(Commons resident) 
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Nightingale was understood to be an extension of The Commons’ community with some 
residents planning to move into Nightingale I. However, the importance of the broader 
community, including Brunswick’s diverse human inhabitants, was also evident in resident 
renderings of Brunswick as a particular place. One Commoner, for instance, pointed to the 
quirky nature of Brunswick with their photos, including one of a person with a car full of hay 
(Figure 9), which they described as ‘just another funny Brunswick photo that you see around 
here’ (Asher, Commons resident, Int. 14).  
 
Figure 9. ‘Brunswick Hay’, Resident photo by Asher. 
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Another Commoner noted the shifting boundaries of the community as they told the story 
of their encounter (albeit from afar) with two graffiti artists painting a wall across the street 
(Figure 10 and see extract below): 
 
Figure 10. Street art and passive surveillance, Resident photo by Reese. 
 
So that’s across the road, obviously,  
and there’s two of them.  
So we, [2s] get, again with the windows,  
I think it’s passive surveillance of the street in 
one sense  
so you can see, in bad terms  
but you also get to see good stuff happening.   
… 
And we were,  
oh, what are these guys doing?  
It was over two nights  
so that’s the first night  
and this looks dodgy.  
Then the second night,  
… 
So the second night,  
they had ladders and spotlights [Figure 10] 
so you’re like, okay, this has got to be, [2s] 
legitimate.  
But yeah, it was just going  
okay, what’s going on?  
So you get to see this amazing thing happen  
just from your window.  
I: But you didn’t go down and talk to them or 
anything? 
Oh, god no.  
 
(Reese, Commons resident, Int. 15) 
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This Commoner’s story speaks of their feelings of safety, their role as having ‘eyes on the 
street’ (Jacobs, 1971) and their encounter with Brunswick’s industrial and disused spaces. 
The story suggests an encounter which, for this resident, brought the blurred edges of 
legitimate and illegitimate community placemaking practices into contestation in a moment 
of what Kaika (2004) has referred to as crisis. In the end, it is the artists’ apparent 
organisation – manifested through their bringing along a ladder and spotlights – that 
justifies their presence and work as legitimate.  
In Commoner concerns about maintaining social and cultural diversity and the challenge 
gentrification poses to this, it was not just people who were seen to be part of The 
Commons and Brunswick communities. The material textures and Brunswick’s urban form 
were experienced as part of what makes The Commons the place it is. One Commoner saw 
‘crap apartments’ as posing a risk to the industrial grunginess of the area, while 
developments like Nightingale and The Commons were thought to help maintain and work 
with Brunswick’s industrial past and present.  
This is not a problem now  
but eventually this area’s going to become 
more gentrified  
and there’s like going to be apartments 
everywhere  
and they won’t be of the same quality  
and they’ll be getting taller and taller.  
So I think there’s an expiration date on,  
like, for example how tranquil  
and low key our street is  
or even just the view from here,  
how beautiful and industrial it is.  
 
(Sasha, Commons resident, Int. 16) 
 
There was a tension among residents around the role of developments like The Commons 
and Nightingale in making ‘better’ places to live. In one sense, Sasha’s view perpetuates the 
designed framing of The Commons as a place-responsive development in contrast to the 
‘crap’ around it, which was felt to be less attuned to place and socio-economic issues. This 
was a persistent framing of The Commons in discussions with residents who reiterated the 
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role of Brunswick’s materialities in making their place experience, mirroring the design’s use 
and celebration of this industrial pallete. Indeed, the industrial, grungy and quirky nature of 
Brunswick was experienced by many as part of the place, with numerous photos of the 
different textures and streetscapes surrounding the building (e.g. Figure 11).  
 
Figure 11. ‘Brunswick Arrows’, Resident photo by Asher. 
In another sense, gentrification processes were experienced as more systemic and the 
‘expiration’ of Sasha’s place experience, for instance, was seen to be inevitable despite the 
‘quality’ of apartments developed. There was no resolution to Commoner views about the 
changing urban landscape, which they felt was encroaching on Brunswick and which they 
felt The Commons was contributing to unravelling. Leaving this vexed and important 
question aside, the relevant point for this study is that Commoner experiences of the 
Brunswick community were not of something that stood still, but of an impermanent and 
dynamic assemblage of diverse characters and urban material forms. From street artists 
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illustrating factory walls, to the crowds that visit the fruit and vegetable market up the 
street, to the man transporting hay down the nearby main road, Brunswick as a place was 
livened by the comings and goings of different people and things at all times of day and 
night. The Commons was therefore experienced as a mesh of social and material elements 
that make a dynamic place called ‘Brunswick’. In part, it was the engagement between the 
suburb’s human community and its material form that contributed to keeping The 
Commons, as a part of Brunswick, lively and interesting. 
As I have noted, asked what they liked most about the place, Commoners included the 
design along with the sense of community. Resident narrative accounts also suggest that 
what they valued highly was the way the design – in a broad sense of the creation of a 
community living together and in pursuit of a shared vision – was seen to facilitate more 
sustainable urban dwelling.    
it’s a really well thought out design,  
um, (1s), I don’t know.  
And it’s got a lot of love put into it.  
Like [the architect] and his partner, they live  
[in the building]  
and he’s, (1s)  
I guess it’s pretty special to be in that 
apartment  
where the architect moves in  
wants it to succeed  
and makes sure that it does  
and that it looks great  
and then suddenly you’ve got Open House 
Melbourne coming to see it  
and you’ve won all these awards.  
   
   
(Alex, Commons resident, Int. 18) 
 
But it was not only the architect and his partner who inspired Commoners. Other residents 
spoke about the inspiration other Commoners and the building itself engendered. A 
conversation between two Commoners and the architect illustrates how the building’s 
architectural design and its people encourage environmentally sustainable dwelling.  
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Architect: The vegan thing has been 
interesting.  
Sasha: Yeah, and since [we became vegan] J 
and B also became vegan,  
as did a girl who [we] were mutual friends 
with,  
who was here for a couple of  
Quinn: We now ride our bikes every day to 
work, essentially.  
Like, Sasha had a car when we moved in.  
Sasha: Got rid of the car.  
Yeah, like, (2s),  
I even stopped buying new clothes.  
I buy op-shop clothes instead.  
We started building more things.  
It’s just a matter of,  
it’s a matter of, I think, humanity  
that when you’re surrounded by something 
with prominence  
that you’re proud of,  
you can’t help but want to kind of fulfill 
that story,  
fulfill that narrative.  
So when someone says,  
if someone says I love your apartment,  
it’s really great,  
it embodies you well  
and you enjoy talking and telling stories 
about it,  
you just want to continue with that.  
You want to live up to that  
and keep doing more of it  
because it makes you feel good.  
 
So it comes from a very natural place.  
But it’s a good place to start.  
Like, where you live is a good place to start 
the ball rolling.  
(2s) It can come from anywhere,  
it can come from a friend,  
like a mentor, a friend,  
it can come from having a good relationship  
but in the case of Q and I  
it came from, hmm, house.  
 
Architect: Is it the architecture or the 
people you live around? 
Sasha: The architecture.  
Because the people we live around,  
I feel like we don’t know them very well.  
I know with you,  
you made me conscientious of a lot of 
things 
… 
Architect: Yeah, but it’s been a flow on 
effect,  
a circular thing.  
So since these guys have been here,  
they’ve then inspired me.  
So they went vegan  
then [inaudible] daughter went vegan,  
these guys,  
so I went okay, it’s the right thing to do,  
so I went vegan.  
… 
So we’re constantly challenging each other 
to step up.     
 
(Conversation between McLeod and two 
Commoners, Int. 16) 
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This narrative account suggests the influence of the common cause advanced by the design 
as enacted and lived by Commoners individually and as a community engaged in shared 
practices. For Sasha, the architectural design is important. Sasha initially identifies the design 
as more important than the people they live with. However, Sasha’s narrative suggests both 
the building and the human community are equally important. The point here is not to 
suggest that Commoners all have zero-carbon footprint lives, nor that this should necessarily 
be expected of them. It was not within the scope of this study to look at this in detail, but 
Commoners do still take plane journeys, for instance, and a few still own cars. What does 
emerge from this study is the strength of design thinking and its realisation on human 
orientations toward environmental challenges. In their narrative accounts, Commoners 
overwhelmingly reiterated a story of human achievement; that design can change human 
and nonhuman lives for better social and ecological outcomes in urban areas.  
 
Materiality, place experience and sustainable urban dwelling 
When Commoners spoke about the community within The Commons and its extension into 
the street and into Brunswick, they predominantly referred to the human residents and their 
companion dogs and cats. For one resident who included a photo of a dog in their journal, 
the five-and-a-half dogs (one was ‘part-time’) were experienced as central to coalescing 
community. As one resident said, not only do they ‘bring people together’, they ‘bring the 
building together’ (Reese, Commons resident, Int. 15). However, the photo journals and 
interviews suggest that other living and nonliving things at The Commons, including the 
materialities of urban form as discussed above, the bee colony and the indoor and outdoor 
plants were also considered part of this community and were also a central feature of how 
place was experienced more broadly. The below discussion explores the place of the 
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material living and non-living things at The Commons in making place experience for its 
human residents.  
It is not merely that material things appear in Commoner photos (this would obviously be 
unavoidable), but that their materiality is acknowledged as part of what defines and makes 
The Commons the place it is. Greenery is an important material feature in this sense, but so 
too are light, the sky and the material textures of The Commons building and of Brunswick. 
Drew’s photo journal (Figure 12 and Figure 13), for instance, highlighted the ‘textures in the 
space I live’. Drew split these into the ‘existing textures’ and the ‘self-made’ textures and the 
journal brought to the fore his engagement with a building that is materially dynamic. Drew 
experienced the ‘existing textures’ (Figure 12) through touch and movement as he would 
walk through the apartment and the building bare foot.  
 
 
Figure 12. ‘Existing textures at The Commons’, Resident photos by Drew. 
I like, um, get around in bare feet quite a lot [laughs] 
…I rarely wear shoes 
… 
But I really like how all the different floors change 
with the kind of textures as you go through The Commons 
 
(Drew, Commons resident, Int. 14) 
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Asked if he had textures that he liked over others, Drew pointed to a floorboard in the 
kitchen: 
Drew: I really like, I’ll show you,  
it’s actually this floorboard over here.  
[Drew walks over and presses on a floorboard 
that creeks] 
 
Asher: It screeches. 
I: Oh, because of the noise it makes? 
Drew: Yeah, well it’s like,  
they are like 100 years old  
so it’s like, these came from a school or a 
church  
and the plan is,  
maybe in a hundred years  
they could be recycled for another building  
or something like that.  
But yeah, I just love the way it bends and 
creaks.  
 
… 
Drew: I like the creaks.  
Asher: But all the surfaces;  
I guess that shows you like  
all the materials in The Commons.  
Drew: Yeah, absolutely.  
I: What do you like about them, apart from 
the squeaky floor?  
Drew: They are really, kind of like,  
I don’t know they have this very warm earthy 
Asher: Natural 
Drew: Yeah, quality to them.  
Like even the concrete walls,  
they don’t feel kind of 
Asher: Stark. 
Drew: Yeah, they feel  
Asher: They’ve all got character 
Drew: Yeah.  
Like they feel a bit more cave-like  
than they do corporate like. 
Asher: And not being a piece the same as 
another piece.  
Like that wall’s  
not the same as the wall next door.  
Drew: Yeah.  
 
(Drew, Commons resident, Int. 14)
        
This account acknowledges the history of the materials that make the building’s form. 
Moreover, Drew and Asher’s engagement with these materials reflects the design intent to 
bring ‘natural’ and raw materials to the fore and its imprint on lived experience.  
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However, the materials themselves also respond to place, with resulting human-nonhuman 
interactions that delight and frustrate the human residents and amplify the vitality of the 
building’s materiality. As part of their experiences with the ‘natural’, ‘earthy’, character-
filled textures of place, Commoners acknowledged the unique characteristics of The 
Commons’ nonhuman entities: their vitality, their ability to give something back and their 
calls, as scholars have suggested in other contexts (Power 2005; Cloke and Jones 2003), for 
humans to engage and respond. For Drew who spoke of the squeaky board, his journal of 
‘self-made textures’ (Figure 13) brought this vitality of place experience as always in the 
making into greater focus. In framing indoor plants against the designed in textures of The 
Commons, Drew was reflexive about his role in the construction of socio-material and more-
than-human places as a socio-material assemblage of human and nonhuman becoming.  
 
Figure 13. ‘Self-made textures’, Resident photos by Drew. 
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The design of The Commons was also directly expressed as shaping resident experiences of 
the ‘natural’ world, calling for this ‘outside’ to be considered as the ‘outside-that-is-inside-
too’ (Bennett 2009, 120). Many Commoners included images of the sunset and/or sunrise 
and paid attention to the light and wind. As one Commoner, Reese, put it, ‘I think I pay more 
attention, because I see it’. 
 
Figure 14. Balcony sunrise, Resident photo by Reese. 
So balcony. [Figure 14]  
And I’ve never been.  
I think the difference between living in a 
house  
and living in an apartment,  
especially one with huge windows is,  
I think you’re so much more connected to the 
outside world.  
And so there’s a full moon in there [the photo 
journal],  
and I think that’s sunrise, [Figure 14] 
and you’re just like,  
I would never have seen that in my old house  
because you get inside  
and you stay inside  
and so you never see the moon,  
you never see whatever,  
unless someone says,  
hey, go outside and have a look at the moon.  
Whereas you’re just like, 
it’s there.  
And I think I actually pay more attention  
to the outside world now  
from living in an apartment.  
  
(Reese, Commons resident, Int. 15) 
	
Overwhelmingly, it was when human Commoners engaged with obviously changing or 
dynamic nonhuman entities that they appeared to more directly reflect on the ecological 
activity and socio-ecological intra-action of the urban realm. The light and the sky were two 
of these non-living entities. But more apparent were Commoner relationships with living 
plants and animals. For example, two beekeepers at The Commons reflected on their 
increased attention to or mindfulness of more-than-human entanglements. According to 
these Commoners, bees were introduced into the Commons at the suggestion of one of the 
developers. The bees, described as ‘my busy bees’ by one Commoner, were granted 
residence on a balcony on the roof detached from the two main areas designated for 
humans. Flow hives18 were used ‘so there’s very little intervention for the bees’ and only 
‘totally surplus’ honey was extracted and distributed as ‘Brunny Honey’ (Bobbie, Commons 
resident, Int. 17) amongst Commoners and friends of Commoners, with the profits going to 
maintenance and care for the bees.  
 
I: Are there environmental issues that, 
having lived here, you’ve become more 
aware of? 
… 
J: I don’t think there’s anything in addition to 
what I kind of already had thought,  
I don’t think.  
But it’s certainly,  
just living amongst people that are 
conscious of the environment  
and where they live,  
I think just keeps it at the forefront.  
I mean, having bees does make a difference 
as well. [laughs] 
I: How?
 
                                                             
18 Flow hives are an Australian designed hive that this Commoner explained makes harvesting honey easier and 
disturbs the bees less than other hives. Find more information on Flow Hives here: 
https://www.honeyflow.com.au/  
J: Well, bees are largely affected by weather  
so you check, you know,  
what they weather’s doing, 
whether trees are flowering.  
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It sort of dictates whether they are going to 
collect nectar that day.  
So I do spend a bit more time [laughs]  
looking up at trees. [laughs] 
I: That’s cool.  
J: Yeah, but that’s sort of micro level,  
it’s not big climate, sort of, change things 
necessarily.  
But I’m sure there’s an effect.    
  
(Jamie, Commons resident, Int. 29) 
 
The above Commoner’s reflection, although in part elicited by my prompt, speaks to the role 
of the human community and the narrative frame of The Commons as enabling sustainable 
urban dwelling. Bees were not designed into The Commons. However, this Commoner does 
attribute a change in their perspective based on their role as the bees’ carer. This 
Commoner’s experience also suggests that their interactions with the bees did leave an 
impression that lingered and called forth their human response-abilities (Haraway 2008) in 
other contexts, such as on walks around the neighbourhood, and a reflexivity about the 
entanglements of bees within the urban environment itself.  
The bees were acknowledged as being constrained by their urban physical environment and 
by the human-bee entanglements within which they are positioned. One of the resident 
beekeepers included several photos of two people wearing biohazard suits tending to the 
bees. 
 
[Image (not included) of two people dressed 
in white biohazard suits attending to bee 
hives] 
 
 
 
 
 
That’s just us  
in our bee suits,  
biohazard suits.  
So we check on them over spring-summer  
at least once a week  
cause that’s, they’re xxx that they might 
swarm,  
which is swarming season at this time.  
If they decide they want to swarm,  
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you have to sort of look for the signs  
and then put in some measures  
to stop that from happening  
– split the hive off,  
change some frames around,  
make some more room for them,  
stuff like that.  
So it’s important to check them every week,  
but during winter  
we just let them go  
because they’ve got their stores  
and they hibernate really,  
they don’t do much.  
 
(Bobbie, Commons resident, Int. 17) 
   
 
As the above account suggests, the bees are positioned within a cultural and ecological 
context as bound by the expectations of human urban life – a context that is deemed a place 
where bees should not grow beyond their hive or swarm – and Commoner beekeepers 
practice their bee care in line with these societal expectations and limitations. The ethic of 
care these beekeepers practice for their nonhuman Commoner companions is therefore an 
interplay of managing the bees’ and human needs (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017; Whatmore 
2002). In the sense that the bees are part of the Commons community, their status as 
community members was valued by these carers and experienced in similar ways to the 
relationships between humans. Just as human Commoners have their apartments, so too, 
the bees have their space.  
 
 
 
 
	 
Figure 15. Warning and caution signs about 
bees and hives. S. Robertson. 
That’s just a ‘don’t go out there everyone’ 
[Figure 15]  
I: So nobody else deals with them or disturbs 
them? 
B: No, that’s right.  
We’ve got this there  
and everyone’s pretty respectful of them. 
It’s just up on the laundry.  
It’s a nice little secluded balcony for them to 
sit on  
and it faces the sun  
so they get all the, the orientation is good  
and they’re out of the wind a little bit,  
so yeah.  
 
(Bobbie, Commons resident, Int. 17)
 
At least for the two beekeepers, the bees were valued for the joy they brought to life at The 
Commons. More widely, the bees were acknowledged for the work they carried out in 
making small amounts of honey for Commoners to enjoy.  
Commoner experiences of living and non-living material entities at The Commons suggest 
the continual interplay of humans and vital matter in shaping experiences of place and 
ecologically responsive urban dwelling orientations and practices. In bringing certain 
elements to the forefront of human lived experience, the design (and the narrative that 
helps to frame the design intent) encourages human engagements with more-than-human 
urban worlds. I will now turn to practices of greening and gardening in more detail to discuss 
how the materialities and temporalities of more-than-human entanglements of place play 
out at The Commons and the implications of these for more ecologically responsive urban 
dwelling.  
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Greening and gardening – material and temporal becomings-with 
Plants and greenery were given significant physical and affective presence in the photo 
journals and narrative accounts. Yet the role of plants and greenery in making or shaping 
place experience varied amongst residents. Gardens and greenery (as plants or merely 
references to plants and their physical and temporal existence) inhabited Commons spaces 
and made their place on the building’s façade, on balconies, in apartments, in at least one of 
the building’s light wells, on the roof in the common gardens and in individual planter boxes. 
They also dwelt around the building at street level, such as a garden bed designed into now 
public land, and in interstitial spaces along the train line and on the street itself.  
As noted in Part I of this chapter, greenery was a central element of The Commons design, 
which aimed to facilitate and encourage gardening. Many Commoners appeared to engage 
in practices of making physical space for plants inside and outside the building. In some 
photo journals, plants were a focal point of the narrative about the place. In others, plants 
and greenery were experienced in the background. More broadly, one participant noted 
that many residents happily participated in a watering roster for common green areas. 
Gardening was participated in because of the meanings associated with it for social and 
ecological sustainable urban living and because a community of practitioners encouraged 
and engaged in gardening on a daily, weekly or more irregular basis.  
In one sense, the practice of gardening and an appreciation of greenery emerged as such an 
important feature of place for human Commoners because of the work or the contribution 
plants (or just greenery) made to everyday life. Greenery was seen to contribute to 
beautifying homes and creating healthier interior environments. Showing a photo of their 
apartment, one resident noted this outright: 
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And I like lots of plants, obviously.  
I: They’re doing really well, aren’t they? 
B: Yeah, well they work really hard in here  
cleaning the air  
because there’s lots of industrial sort of stuff 
happening.  
Yeah, so they work really hard for us.  
Keep us healthy.  
We haven’t been sick since we’ve been in 
here.  
I: Oh really? 
B: Yeah, no flus, no anything,  
and I think it’s got a lot to do with the plants, 
yeah.  
   
    
(Bobbie, Commons resident, Int. 17) 
In the above vignette, the Commoner directly links plants to their family’s health and 
wellbeing, but for other human Commoners, the link was acknowledged but less direct. For 
one couple, the idea of being able to grow their own herbs and food was joyful and 
enlivening. A short narrative account accompanied their photo of cut herbs on a chopping 
board (Figure 16):  
 
Figure 16. Herbs from the garden, Resident photo by Reese. 
 
That was one of the few times  
that I cooked dinner  
and um,  
but all the herbs are from the garden,  
or just on the balcony.  
 
And I love that fact  
that I don’t have to go to the supermarket 
anymore.   
   
(Reese, Commons resident, Int. 15) 
	
The lack of grass, foliage and trees in Brunswick was a feature of many Commoners’ 
accounts of life there. Plants and planting were seen to work as a rallying point around 
which community, health and wellbeing could be supported within and outside the building 
at the community scale. For instance, a number of Commoners I spoke to were involved in 
planting the streetscape surrounding the building. While research was being carried out a 
group were planting and irrigating a thin stretch of dirt along the fence of the train station 
(Figure 17).  
 
Figure 17. This resident photo by Asher, ‘Brunswick platform bonsai’, shows plants along the train 
line. 
 
As already discussed, residents were also beginning to gather support to turn the dead-end 
street into a parklet, painting the street the colour green for a street party to advocate for 
and bring the idea to life (Figure 18).      
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Figure 18. Resident photo by Asher of street party preparations. 
Greenery was therefore predominantly experienced as a feature of place that manifested 
through the practice of Commoners gardening for human health and wellbeing. However, 
greenery was also acknowledged to take on a life of its own, to push back and engage in the 
making of place and human place experience.  
This push-pull of agencies between human and nonhuman things was always present in 
Commoner experiences. Two narrative accounts render this agency of greenery and the 
dynamism of place materially and temporally. Alex’s narrative below reflects their 
awareness of the material elements – such as the human effort involved in gardening 
practices, plants, wind, sun, soil and nutrients – that mesh or entwine to make their 
‘garden’. 
 
 
	
Alex: Here, [1s], [gestures to a planter box on 
their balcony] my garden’s, mmm, [2s],  
I haven’t given up but, (1s),  
yeah I’m just struggling  
at this time of year.  
Like it was going really well  
and then because you’re facing north  
with a north wind.  
And those little planter boxes there,  
the soil,  
you really need to treat it different  
to what you would a normal garden 
because the soil doesn’t really generate a lot 
of nutrients. 
It’s just sort of gone dead and dry  
so I’ve got to feed it massively.    
The [people] upstairs are really good at 
feeding though.  
So I’m getting there.  
 
I: Do you garden up on the roof as well?  
A: I do. 
I need to,  
I’ve just bought that netting there on that pot 
so that,  
I’ve just got to give it some more protection.  
Cause I’m on the north side up there   
and all the plots next to me are not awesome.  
And it’s just the north wind is;  
yeah, it’s pretty windy up there. Yeah.  
But yeah, I’m keeping it alive.  
 
It’s pretty nice though, being able to, [Coda] 
I used to go up there first thing in the morning  
and water my plants every morning.  
And you know, you’d be up there and the sun 
would come up  
and sometimes you’d get balloons coming 
past  
and it’s just;  
it’s so nice.   
   
  
(Alex, Commons resident, Int. 18) 
 
Pointing to their balcony garden, Alex begins the narrative with a reflection about their 
trouble maintaining it. The account switches between discussing the garden as something 
they tend and are responsible for (they have to ‘treat it different’, ‘give it some more 
protection’, or they say ‘I’m keeping it alive’) to grappling with the lively presence of the 
‘garden’s’ nonhuman elements, such as the soil’s inability to generate its own nutrients and 
the north wind. This is a story of entanglement with place experienced and made through 
Alex’s gardening practices [or a lack of them], material elements – particularly the soil and 
the wind – but also the sense of people, plants and soil being above the ground in conditions 
Alex frames as far from ‘normal’ for soil. The community of human practitioners who garden 
alongside Alex and the support this community provide are an important part of the reason 
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Alex persists in what could be called processes of socio-ecological urban learning (see 
McFarlane 2011b). The resolution suggests that despite Alex acknowledging their 
entanglement, it remains the human residents who transplant the elements of the garden as 
assemblage to balconies and roofs and are therefore responsible for keeping the plants 
alive. The coda supports the frame of gardening as important for human health and 
wellbeing where watering is no longer experienced as a struggle, but ‘so nice’.  
A second narrative account (below and Figure 19) highlights the temporal dynamics of 
place(making) through greening and greenery as well as the role of design. In the below 
story of success and failure with their rooftop garden, Asher and Drew speak of the multiple 
material elements and temporalities that make gardening and make place through 
entangled human-nonhuman becomings.  
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[Photo of a resident leaning over a 
raised garden bed on the roof of The 
Commons] 
 
Asher: That’s me gardening on the 
roof.  
… 
A: That’s not actually our garden  
because ours was a bit dead.  
Next one along.  
 
A: They are our strawberries  
that we grew [Figure 19].  
I: … So you said you weren’t too into 
plants before you moved here? 
A: D was a little bit.  
You did a bit of gardening at your old place  
but you only had a balcony 
D: Yeah, so I had a south-facing balcony  
and it got no sun whatsoever.  
And I really wanted to have tomato plants.  
And everything that I tried to grow there  
just wouldn’t grow.  
that was one of the things that I really wanted  
in a new place together  
was to be able to have a vegetable garden.  
A: And we’ve had quite a bit of success  
but your interest goes up and down  
during the year.  
D: It’s funny,  
the things that I really like growing,  
like tomatoes,  
always peak when we’re away …  
Like every time,  
...  
A: Yeah. 
D: And we don’t actually get to eat them. 
… 
But we’ve grown lots of stuff there ourselves,  
which I’m quite surprised  
having no gardening skills.  
Like beetroots and lettuces. 
D: Lettuce is really good.  
It just takes care of itself.  
It’s so nice to pick it fresh from the garden  
than get it from the supermarket.  
… 
I: They look like good strawberries. 
A: Yeah, I think they are actually really tiny,  
it just looks big in the photo. [All laugh]  
I don’t think we actually ate them.  
They just rotted away.’ 
 
(Asher and Drew, Commons residents, Int. 14) 
   
   
Figure 19. 'Our strawberries', Resident photo  
by Asher. 
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A garden is something Drew always wanted in a new place together with Asher and the pair 
highlight the enjoyment of being able to pick lettuce rather than having to buy it. They do 
not identify as green thumbs but two people learning by doing. The design of Drew’s old 
south-facing balcony hindered any success before, yet at The Commons their gardening 
practices are facilitated by the rooftop gardens. The strawberries and the image of Asher 
tending the garden are therefore pictures of success and achievement (‘they are our 
strawberries’) and the strawberries look ripe and succulent (Figure 19). Yet this experience is 
tempered by the life of the fruit and vegetables as the plants go about making place of their 
own in what other Commoners identify as challenging gardening and growing 
circumstances. Both the plants and this pair of Commoners find it difficult for the plants to 
thrive; their rooftop vegetable garden is ‘a bit dead’.  
There is a strong temporal element to how growing fruit and vegetables are experienced for 
these Commoners. The lively vitality of the fruit and vegetable plants is acknowledged and 
approved of, such as the lettuce valued as ‘good’ because ‘it just takes care of itself’. 
However, this frustrates and alludes the pair’s efforts when it comes to tomatoes, ‘the 
things that Drew really like[s] growing’ which ‘always peak when [they – Drew and Asher – 
are] away’. The prized strawberries also ‘just rotted away’. This narrative is therefore a story 
of success and failure of human and plant agencies. Asher and Drew recognise this plant’s 
dwelling as ‘purposive’ (Cloke and Jones 2003) as they juxtapose human and nonhuman 
temporal trajectories. These human Commoners value certain plants for their independence 
and are even ‘enchanted’ (Cloke and Jones 2003) or ‘drawn to’ (Povinelli in Turcot Difruscia 
2010) by this ‘planty’ (Head et al. 2014, 863) mattering. However, Asher and Drew do not 
take this plant vitality and agency for granted. Instead, they acknowledge that their 
temporal rhythms are out of kilter with the fruit and vegetables they care about and for and 
that they encourage to grow.  
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Gardening ‘works’ as a place-making practice for Commoners by bringing a) greenery to the 
place and b) nature to an industrial area. But greenery, like the building’s materiality, is not 
merely experienced as something done by humans. It is a negotiation, a lively dance of 
making place experience. That is, it is in the experiences (as practice and as affective 
engagement) of gardening with plants, soil, water, wind and sun that the dynamism of place 
experience must be negotiated and is therefore rendered lively. Engaging with greenery 
exposes residents to greater interaction with a more-than-human urban world, particularly 
push-back from plants that do not always do what is expected of them but that do, 
nonetheless, call forth human responsiveness to their plant-world becomings (Power 2005; 
Hinchliffe and Whatmore 2006; Cloke and Jones 2003). 
Despite acknowledging the liveliness of plants, this mattering of the living and non-living 
materiality of the building is also used by Commoners to make and temporarily hold on to 
the familiar. For instance, one resident noted their feeling of ‘relief’ and ‘download’ from 
their busy life as they step over the ‘threshold’ of their apartment into their ‘sanctuary’.  
[Image (removed) of a darkened room with 
warm light illuminating furniture and plants in 
the apartment] 
 
So this is just, like, night time in the,  
because the light changes in here so much,  
in the room, depending on the.  
You get the beautiful;  
it’s not sunny today,  
but if you were sitting here in winter,  
the sun would be right up to the couch now.  
So during winter you get the sun right in,  
it’s beautiful.  
Then you get the western light in the 
afternoon,  
here;  
you know, all this glowing light.  
And then in the evening,  
I don’t know, there’s just this evening light 
again.  
So there’s all this different light play  
that I really love in this, um, in this room.  
 
[Image (removed) of a courtyard full of ferns] 
 
Okay, this is just like the entry,  
so every time I come home I get this view [of a 
space full of very healthy-looking plants].  
… 
as I walk in.  
It’s just like almost as you walk in,  
it’s just like, agh, download  
and then everything is okay.  
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So it’s just like the start of the sanctuary  
sort of feeling.  
I know that sounds sort of wanky  
but it’s actually real.  
Like you come in  
and you just actually feel relief straight away.  
So I always like this first step in;  
the threshold.  
… 
and just that walking in  
and it’s that immediate relief  
from quite a gritty environment outside of 
The Commons.  
So it’s like this urban sanctuary,  
this is how I feel about it.  
  
(Bobbie, Commons resident, Int. 17)
       
       
In the above narrative, which has not been produced in full, the material and temporal are 
both harmonised and juxtaposed. Bobbie speaks of the welcoming role of the plants in and 
around their apartment, which are acknowledged to work hard but are also rendered 
familiar, a signal that the busy-ness of everyday life can be left outside the front door. The 
temporal rhythms of the sun and its interaction with the building are similarly rendered 
predictable and familiar, tamed to an extent by the apartment’s design, which Bobbie notes, 
intended to capture this winter warmth and light. These material and temporal elements of 
place are therefore experienced as in harmony. Yet this ‘sanctuary’ remains a place still in 
the making. Bobbie’s sense of familiarity and comfort make the apartment a place in which 
the plants ‘work hard’ and even the light is always changing. The shadows are at ‘play’, light 
shines through the glass doors so that ‘by midday’ the apartment is bathed in warmth, 
double-glazing protects the apartment from the cold outside, and a fernery grows 
continually denser. The numerous material elements are experienced as revitalising, 
changing and dynamic in their material and temporal trajectories. And it is through this 
vitality that place experience is made.  
 
	
 
In Bobbie’s account above, sunlight is 
mostly appreciated for the work it does 
in keeping human residents warm. But 
more generally, natural and artificial 
light helped to create a sense of 
security and peace from the gritty and 
fast-paced world out-side. For other 
Commoners, the light plays (light’s 
interaction with the building’s form and 
spatiality) within and outside The Commons were impressed on their experiences of the place. 
For instance, ‘beautiful’ and ‘pretty’ light was presented by Asher and other Commoners in 
images that signal moments of quiet repose (Figure 21). This experience of restful 
contemplation was never merely about light, however, but about its interplay with the 
design of The Commons and/or the industrial palette of Brunswick. For instance, Asher’s 
image of sunrise above the pool 
suggests a
moment of repose as Asher begins a 
daily routine. It also speaks of light’s 
interaction with the different textures 
of Brunswick – the pool’s water, the 
darkened urban form and the 
cloudscape (Figure 20).  
Figure 21. 'The Commons Morning Light', Resident  
photo by Asher. 
Figure 20. 'Brunswick Pool', Resident photo by Asher. 
	
Part III  
Discussion: ‘Sustainable’ urban living and design  
Overwhelmingly, Commoners recounted a similar narrative to the architect about 
environmentally sustainable urban dwelling. This is perhaps not surprising given the 
architect is a resident and given the development of the Nightingale Model of housing, 
which the Commons was a test for, was very much under way as fieldwork for this thesis 
was carried out. This narrative spoke of environmentally sustainable cities and urban life as 
localised communities engaged in active mobility and transport, living in highly designed, yet 
more affordable homes and with a commitment to minimising carbon and water footprints. 
The community’s commitment to this vision was inspiring for residents. Part of this was 
about the architect who is recognised as being an advocate of and leader on more 
sustainable residential design and housing provision. For instance, two Commoners noted a 
photo of the architect with a tag reading ‘Dream’ above while he looks thoughtfully, perhaps 
purposely, into the distance, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun. According to one of 
the two Commoners who used this photo in their journals, it was ‘a bit of a joke’ because it 
was a ‘totally candid’ photo of the architect (their friend) contemplating whether the land 
could be turned into a small soccer pitch. However, the image also speaks of the respect felt 
for the architect amongst the Commons residents, showing him as a dreamer of new 
approaches to urban housing design-development and as a necessary leader where such 
leadership is deemed to be lacking.  
Material entities and temporal rhythms at and surrounding The Commons were strong 
features of resident place experiences. The design framed these material and temporal 
trajectories in certain ways and Commoners reiterated these framings. Overwhelmingly, the 
dominant narrative within which The Commons advanced its sustainability was Melbourne 
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and Brunswick’s relatively recent, colonial and industrial past and a future deemed to pose 
challenges to urban liveability. The design responded to these socio-cultural elements of 
place, particularly Brunswick’s working-class and industrial material heritage – from the 
recycled bricks used in the lobby, to the use of concrete, steel and timber. However, the 
design also left other trajectories out, such as Indigenous dwelling, dispossession and 
engagement with Country.19  
The Commons very actively tried to change elements of urban life, such as its attempts to 
create walkable and greener communities. So while human temporalities and needs 
dominated its aesthetic and framing, the design attempted to slow the daily rhythms of its 
human inhabitants, proposing that the rhythms of walking help to make stronger 
communities. It was here that human Commoners experienced the vitalities and agencies of 
nonhumans in their experiences of place. The design mobilised these nonhuman rhythms, or 
the temporalities of ‘nature time’ (Power 2009). The Commons was designed according to 
passive design principles, which aim to orient and design buildings to make the most of 
sunlight and breezes to minimise the use of active energy systems (see Chapter four). 
Passive design relies on active participants, for example, to open and close windows to let in 
or keep out breezes. At The Commons, human and nonhuman participants were enlisted in 
this work. The design made the most of the sun for human comfort, kept it outside when it 
was or would be too harsh; and ‘mobilised’ plants for the way their own temporal rhythms 
supported human life. The design also enlisted the temporalities of vital matter to sustain 
‘the building’s life’.  
Temporal rhythms of matter at The Commons were, therefore, primarily framed as working 
for human comfort and in support of inter-generational human temporalities, or human life 
                                                             
19 As noted in Chapter one, ‘Country’ in Aboriginal English ‘includes humans, more-than-humans and all that is 
tangible and non-tangible and which become together in an active, sentient, mutually caring and multidirectional 
manner in, with and as place/space’ (Bawaka Country et al. 2016, 456).  
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in a time of climate change. To support this human urban dwelling, human and nonhuman 
temporalities were designed to become entangled. Yet through more-than-human 
entanglements, nonhuman agencies were elevated in resident place experiences. For the 
human residents who participated in this research, The Commons as designed also 
encouraged an increased responsiveness to the nonhuman world. These materialities and 
temporalities were significant in redirecting human orientations to dwelling and in engaging 
humans in processes of socio-ecologically oriented urban learning.  These encounters did, 
therefore, slow down human journeys, encouraging greater attunement with nonhuman 
materialities and their different temporal rhythms.  
I mentioned that The Commons was designed as a starting point rather than a solution and 
the experience of Commoners suggests it has been encouraging of the human gaze to the 
‘out-side’ as Bennett (2009) might say. There were signs of Commoners moving beyond the 
binary of nature versus human time. However, the idea of The Commons as a designed place 
for humans persisted in Commoner experiences, suggesting that the designed vision held or 
maintained the human-nature dialectic in place despite resident engagements with the 
vitality of more-than-human worlds.   
Conclusion: More-than-human entanglements and ‘sustainable’ urban 
dwelling at The Commons 
The design of The Commons, in the sense of the architect’s broad vision about sustainable 
urban dwelling, was, therefore, an important narrative that continued to frame how urban 
dwelling as lived was carried out and understood by Commoners. The Commons as designed 
encouraged an increased reflexivity about the more-than-human world its human 
communities dwell within; at least it began this process. The Commons as lived place was 
experienced to be and could be said to be continually in the making because its human and 
nonhuman inhabitants are entangled in everyday practices and affective encounters of 
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place(making). The narrative accounts render experiences of material and temporal 
entanglements between human Commoners and nonhuman yet vital gardens, plants, 
vegetables, fruit, bees, concrete walls, floors and squeaky timber boards, to name a few. 
And while the vital materialities and their temporalities were often framed as lingering in 
persistent familiarity and while these affective encounters could be relied on to make place 
feel familiar, place did not stand still. To draw on Ingold’s (2011; 2015) metaphor of lines, 
the place experience of human Commoners shows the daily meshworks of entangled human 
and nonhuman journeys, or, put another way, the more-than-human dances through which 
more-than-human worlds continuously intra-act. Commoners experienced place as 
cascading moments of affect and lively encounter; they funnelled this into meaning to make 
sense of The Commons as a socio-ecological assemblage of home that they worked to hold 
familiar while it was always being extended, negotiated and changed. 
This chapter has also introduced accounts by design and resident participants in poetic-like 
narrative form. As noted in Chapter three, this analytical approach and rendering of 
participant designs for and experiences of and with place aims to convey the liveliness of 
human-nonhuman entanglements in urban realms in ‘more-than-representational’ (Lorimer 
2005) ways. In aiming to ‘capture the “onflow” … of everyday life’ (Thrift 2008, 5, cited in 
Vannini 2015b, 13), this rendering of experience aims to slow the reader down and draw 
attention to elements of lived experience that are at risk of being missed when flattened on 
screens or pages. It is therefore an attempt to bring the ‘practice(s), action(s) and 
performance(s)’ of humans and nonhumans to the fore (Vannini 2015b, 13).  
  
	
 
 
Chapter 6.  
 
Sustaining Chippendale, sustaining cities 
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Introduction 
A small group of people stand in the shade under established Box brushes (street trees) 
outside a double-storey terrace house in the inner Sydney suburb of Chippendale. It is a 
foggy May morning; cool but with a touch of humidity. As I approach the group, the house’s 
owner and self-described ‘sustainability coach’, Michael Mobbs, is chatting to its different 
members, including a family from outside Sydney, a neighbour and several others from 
other Sydney neighbourhoods. Michael runs tours of his ‘Sustainable House’ one Saturday 
morning each month. He says that about 20 to 25 people attend each tour and that he’s 
taken about 21,000 people through the house. Each of the tour members introduces 
themselves, including their interest in seeing and hearing about Michael’s house. Some are 
planning to build or renovate, others are just interested in ways they can contribute to 
minimising their environmental impacts at home or make more sustainable environments. 
Introductions done, Mobbs launches into his story.  
‘I want you to look at me and know you’re not seeing anyone special,’ he says. But his house 
and his story are different to many in Sydney. His path to self-sufficiency for electricity and 
water began in 1996 when he installed solar PV on his roof. For energy, water and waste 
management, the double-storey, single-fronted terrace house and its occupants now rely 
solely on electricity generated onsite with solar PV panels and stored in a battery on the 
balcony, rainwater harvested and stored onsite and a sewerage treatment system.  
You can look at it [the house] and not know  
that no stormwater has left here in 21 years.  
All this rain has fallen all these years it’s 
stayed here.  
All the sewerage has stayed here.  
I’ve kept two million litres of sewerage,  
two million litres of stormwater  
on the site,  
with a clay soil. 
  
(Mobbs, Sustainable House tour, Int. 33, 
Chippendale, May 2017) 
 
Explorations with place for ecologically-responsive urban dwelling | Robertson 	
 
 
Mobbs’ intentions to achieve more sustainable urban dwelling go beyond his house. He is 
pursuing plans to create more sustainable cities in Chippendale and beyond. In 2011, Mobbs 
published The Sustainable Streets and Community Plan Chippendale (The Plan) (2011a; 
2011b) ‘to urgently retrofit Australian suburbs to better survive the increasing 
environmental and economic storms … [and build] a suburb that is not only surviving, but 
prosperous’ by changing ‘the hardware of Chippendale’s streets, buildings and greenscapes’ 
(Mobbs 2011b, sec. 1.2). Since then, he and members of the community have been working 
to turn concrete verges into garden beds, create composting and water saving facilities, 
assist in taking inner urban homes off the electricity grid and educate people from 
Chippendale, greater Sydney and elsewhere about the possibilities of decarbonising and 
‘cooling’ established urban areas. This chapter explores the role and experiences of ‘place’ in 
the re-making of this ‘Sustainable Chippendale’.  
Methodology and chapter outline 
The previous chapter explored place(making) through ecologically oriented architectural 
design and ‘sustainable urbanisation’ in the context of the design of a new building on an 
urban infill site and the lived experiences of residents there. It explored place, its role in 
sustainable design and the experience of place as made through the elements of 
community, materiality and the temporalities of more-than human assemblages. This 
chapter focuses on attempts through the Sustainable Chippendale initiative to retrofit 
sustainable urban design-development and dwelling into a densely populated urban area.  
The chapter first introduces Sustainable Chippendale, its design and the vision driving it 
before turning to discuss the experience of six Chippendale residents. Analysis is based on 
data made over a two-year-long period between June 2015 and May 2017. During this time I 
visited Chippendale five times where I undertook ethnographic work and went on two tours 
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with Sustainable Chippendale project initiator, Michael Mobbs. On the first tour (June 2015), 
Mobbs took me on a walking tour around the suburb and highlighted the street gardening 
efforts taking place. The second tour I joined (May 2017) was the public tour of Mobbs’ 
‘Sustainable House’ introduced above. In between these tours I took part in a planting day 
(March 2016) and interviewed five other residents (in 2016 and one in 2017). In total, I spent 
about fifteen days in Chippendale over the twenty-four-month period, the majority between 
March 2016 and May 2017. Residents interviewed were a mix of those actively involved in 
the Sustainable Chippendale group and two participants who were not actively involved, 
although one of these residents had been involved initially and was aware of its activities 
and aims.  
This chapter is divided into three parts. The first introduces the Sustainable Chippendale 
initiative, focusing on the design intentions of Michael Mobbs. Part II of the chapter explores 
resident experiences of place in Chippendale. Part III draws the design intent and 
experiences together to discuss the alignments and divergences of framings of place and 
resident experiences in Chippendale. I will go into further detail about Chippendale resident 
participants at the beginning of Part II of this chapter. To explore and analyse the design 
intentions of Sustainable Chippendale, I transcribed audio recordings of the two tours I went 
on and incorporated any photos I took into the transcript as visual prompts. These tours (as 
transcripts) were analysed using the narrative analysis method outlined in Chapter three. In 
addition, the Sustainable Chippendale Communities Plan was coded descriptively for key 
topics (e.g. soil, air or greening) and key terms (e.g. place, sustainable etc.) using NVivo. In 
keeping with a narrative approach, extracts were analysed with reference to and in context 
of the entire plan. Web page captures of the Sustainable Chippendale website between 
2011 and 2017 were created using Wayback Machine (https://archive.org/web/) and 
website snapshots taken by me on two occasions. Other secondary documents reviewed 
were council reports and information, opinion and news reports by The Plan’s author, 
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Mobbs, and some others. These documents were used to add to, clarify and triangulate 
renderings of the design intent and lived experience as provided in interviews with 
residents. As explained in Chapter three, the following discussions use extended extracts 
from interviews with Mobbs and Chippendale residents in an attempt to render with 
integrity their stories and accounts and maintain their intent, despite their inevitable 
partiality and remaking.  
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Part I. Envisaging a Sustainable Chippendale  
Some context: ‘From slum to sought-after’  
Chippendale is a small suburb (less than one square kilometre) in central Sydney, bounded 
by Redfern to its south, Victoria Park and the University of Sydney to its west, the University 
of Technology Sydney to its north, Sydney’s Central Station to its northwest and Surry Hills 
to its east (Figure 22). The suburb is part of The City of Sydney municipal government, which 
describes Chippendale as ‘Once grungy, this is now the go to destination for art lovers and 
hipsters. Host to a growing number of independent, highly acclaimed art spaces, it’s also a 
haven for caffeine addicts and food fanciers (2015, n.p.)’. The suburb appears and is 
described as being split in two, with Sustainable Chippendale activities and this research 
primarily taking place in its western side, west of Abercrombie Street (Figure 22).  
 
Figure 22. Map of Chippendale highlighting the focus area for research. Adapted from Google Maps,  
accessed 22 February 2018. 
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Housing in this area is divided between largely single-fronted, double or triple-storey 
nineteenth century Victorian-era terraces and three-to-five-storey apartment buildings that 
were once factories or warehouses. Chippendale was for a long time a site of industry, hard 
work and poor living conditions for many of its residents (Figure 23). The streets are narrow 
with lanes behind that crisscross the blocks; the result of sub-divisions of two estates, 
Shepherd’s Nursery or Darling Nursery, as it was known, and Cooper Estate which was 
subdivided in the early twentieth century for residential development (NSW Environment & 
Heritage 2018). The New South Wales Government Office for Environment & Heritage notes 
the ‘substitution of factories for houses’ from the 1920s on (NSW Environment & Heritage 
2018) (Figure 24). However, the suburb retains a strong sense of its industrial heritage as the 
home of distilleries and breweries in the 1820s and 1830s and then the Colonial Sugar 
Refining Company. Today, Chippendale is characterised by a residential population of 
professionals and individuals (including students) with a median age of 37 years (ABS 2016). 
Population density (of the Redfern-Chippendale region) was estimated as just over 9,100 
people per square kilometre (ABS 2016) in 2014. In 2013, the median house price was 
AU$870,000, double that of the national median sale price (ABS 2016). In February 2018, 
one real estate agent advised the median house price as AU$1.6 million (REA Group, n.d.).  
Surrounded by four busy arterial roads, Chippendale is relatively quiet despite cars 
frequently driving in and out. Its streets are populated with residents, business people and 
students from the three universities surrounding it. The suburb has several cafes littered 
throughout. At the centre of the western section that is the focus of this research is the 
small Peace Park on Myrtle St (Figure 25), which, once a part of Shepherd’s nursery, then 
houses and a factory, was established by the local government in 1985 along with the 
closure of Myrtle St at Buckland St to through traffic.  
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Figure 23. 40 Myrtle St, Chippendale in July 1939, City of Sydney Archives. 
 
 
Figure 24. Myrtle St, Chippendale, June 2015. S. Robertson. 
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A plan for a Sustainable Chippendale  
 
Figure 25. Peace Park in Chippendale on a weekday, May 2017. S. Robertson. 
 
In 2011 Michael Mobbs wrote ‘The Plan’ with the intention of writing ‘a blueprint for “a 
sustainable house in a sustainable street in a sustainable suburb”’ (Kelly 2012). While it was 
written for Chippendale for Sydney City Council (referred to hereafter as council) as part of 
Mobbs’ work as a consultant ‘to provide technical advice, community education and general 
support to help council develop a sustainable demonstration site,’ (City of Sydney 2012), The 
Plan aims to act as a guide for Chippendale and other neighbourhoods to be more self-
reliant for food, energy and water (Mobbs 2011b, sec. Introduction). It frames sustainability 
in the context of the threats of climate change to plant and animal biodiversity, human and 
nonhuman sustenance and the stability and endurance of living conditions within ecological 
system limits. The goal is a sustainable Chippendale that exists and functions in harmony 
with these limits:  
Generally, a sustainable city environment demonstrates biodiversity, self-reliance for water and 
energy, natural temperatures before urban development are mimicked, and there is no waste. 
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In a city that is sustainable the trends are stable, not growing, for the use of resources and costs 
are stable for water, energy, and infrastructure. (Mobbs 2011b, sec. 11.1) 
The Plan is ambitious in its intent to change the way Chippendale functions. It takes 
Chippendale residents and businesses through different elements of a sustainable city. It 
begins with the vision for Chippendale’s residents and businesses ‘to become self-reliant in 
six areas of village life, each of which is connected to the other: Food; Trees and plants; Art; 
Getting around; Energy, water and waste; and Business and residential life’ by changing the 
neighbourhood’s ‘hardware’ (2011b, sec. 1.2) and encouraging bottom-up and connected 
community action. It challenges local government first and foremost to take action in a 
‘critical decade’ (2012-21) before the effects of climate change for humans become too 
severe. The solutions are divided into seven areas through which a sustainable Chippendale 
can be achieved: mitigating the urban heat island effect, ‘getting around’, food, ‘a native 
plant plan that respects Indigenous culture’, ‘green buildings’, art to ‘inspire and explain’, 
and ‘money, jobs, business’ (2011b, sec. Contents). The final sections of The Plan cover 
measurement, ‘costs and benefits’ and a chapter (‘Why we must act today’) arguing for 
rapid uptake and change in urban design and dwelling.  
The delivery of Mobbs’ plan for more sustainable urban dwelling, design, development and 
maintenance was fraught. Mobbs had been commissioned in December 2010 to write The 
Plan. Yet frustrated with council’s slow progress in terms of responding to his draft and 
publishing it for public consultation, he published The Plan online at the 
sustainablechippendale.com website. Over 1000 people indicated their support for The Plan 
through the website. However, The Plan was not acknowledged or displayed for public 
comment until after July 2012, when a council meeting acknowledged that a plan had been 
‘created and submitted to council but not placed on public exhibition’ (City of Sydney 2012, 
797). It is not the intention of this chapter or thesis to focus on questions of governance or 
local government processes generally.  However, this account of The Plan’s origins does 
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illustrate Mobbs’ intention to encourage and bring about rapid change through tested and 
demonstrable action and his dim views of lengthy organisational processes. On both tours 
(conducted almost a year apart in 2016 and 2017 respectively) and in numerous articles 
authored by Mobbs (through a column for an online newspaper The Fifth Estate, which 
publishes ‘news and views’ about ‘the sustainable built environment’ (The Fifth Estate 
2018)), his frustration with and disdain for top-down, disconnected, and unimaginative 
design and governance is evident.  
In his interview and during the tours, Mobbs frames councils and utility companies as 
machine-like organisms that are limited by narrow-mindedness, risk, process and the failings 
of educational institutions to be resistant to change. In contrast, the purpose of Sustainable 
Chippendale (as a plan and as an active ecologically responsive design intervention) is about 
context-specific and, importantly, place-responsive practices to bring about change. In the 
below story, for example, Mobbs emphasised the enduring contribution of resident initiative 
as he told me the story of a resident who created brick paths between verge garden beds to 
connect the pavement to the road:  
So, for example, this side [of the street],  
which is the shaded side;  
somebody has planted from here,  
so about 15/20 metres,  
these are plants he picked up from building 
sites.  
He was a croupier at the casino  
and he became passionate about gardening.  
And so he put these in  
but he was also passionate about bricks  
so he found bricks everywhere  
and made all these brick crossings.  
I: Does he live in one of these houses? 
M: He did,  
but he moved to Brisbane.  
But his work is still here years later.  
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale,  
Int. 5, June 2015) 
 
Mobbs notes that the work of this Chippendale resident leaves a material legacy that 
benefits both humans and plants. This is slow work that needs to be happening now. The 
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temporal message Mobbs advances in The Plan and when speaking is one of a climate 
emergency and impending human catastrophe.  
Each day more pollution from cities and suburbs like Chippendale is added to Earth’s air and 
waters. Earth’s temperatures are rising faster and faster because of human pollution, most of 
which is from cities and suburbs like Sydney and Chippendale. 
Existing and new pollution may cause Earth’s temperatures to rise above 2 degrees. The UN’s 
2000 scientists agree …[this] rise will change the Earth’s and Australia’s climate and culture 
beyond recognition. 
Chippendale’s pollution and the damage it does is substantial. Its effect on climate change is 
potentially serious, and may even be irreversible. 
… 
To reduce the serious threat the actions in the Plan need to be implemented urgently – this 
year. ‘Business as usual’ is not an option. (Mobbs 2011b, sec. 13.1)  
In response to this threat, Mobbs’ plan aims to encourage active human participation with 
the sustainable place Chippendale could be; with the Earth through gardening, and with the 
origins of food through Earth’s mattering. Part of Mobbs’ intent is to encourage and enable 
people to be more connected to the benefits that come from responsive engagements with 
Earth’s ‘air’, ‘water’, ‘temperature’, ‘cities’, ‘culture’, ‘citizens and government’ and its 
climate pollution (Mobbs 2011b, sec. 13.1) – and to achieve this connection quickly. 
Encouraging human communities in pursuit of sustainable urbanisation 
The plan sees and strengthens connections. The stronger the connections, the more robust the 
village life of Chippendale will be. (Mobbs 2011b, sec. 1.2)  
I will come to discuss the ways The Plan encourages human-nonhuman engagements. 
However, The Plan also encourages Sydney’s human community to be more engaged and 
responsive to socio-ecological challenges through human networks. The social, cultural and 
ecologically-focused placemaking aims to encourage human connections to the idea of 
‘Chippendale’ as a sustainable place in the making and thereby improve human health and 
wellbeing outcomes. It also aims to create urban material streetscapes that are more 
resilient in a changing and challenging (for humans, at least) climate. The Plan, as one 
‘placemaking’ consultant wrote, could be seen as an example of tactical urbanism (Grayson 
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2012). The Plan urges experimentation to change 
street infrastructure with pop-up median strips, 
cafes and art installations, community compost 
bins, walking zones with reduced motor vehicle 
speed limits and weekend lane closures, and the 
creation of productive and rain verge gardens. 
However, while tactical urbanism may be a means 
to initiate change, the changes The Plan pursues are 
more enduring.  
 
Education and communication are central aspects of this approach to encouraging human 
networks for sustainable urbanisation. Throughout the suburb there are signs on and in 
garden beds drawing attention to the community-led project, communicating various facts 
about sustainability challenges and promoting the group’s website (Figure 26, Figure 27). 
Creativity is an important part of this translation of vision-to-practice to achieve change. One 
section of The Plan, for instance, is devoted to the role of art to ‘inspire and explain’ 
sustainable urban dwelling (2011b, sec. 9).  
Art engages local communities and connects them to their environment, inspiring them to care 
for and support themselves. … Art can help us imagine a sustainable city … The chief aim of this 
Art Plan is to revere, respect and celebrate the street.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 26. Signage about Sustainable 
Chippendale activities, May 2015,  
S. Robertson. 
 
6. Sustaining Chippendale  	
191 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leadership is also an important element of The Plan. As a plan directed at local or municipal 
government, their governance and ability to lead by example are singled out as vital to 
making change happen. However, the task of leading by example is also directed and 
distributed to Chippendale’s businesses and residents.  
A fundamental key to the plan – embedded in its development – is to harness the enormous 
resources of its citizens. So our first step is to build and nurture strong community networks and 
resources, tapping into talents and motivations of Chippendale citizens. (Mobbs 2011b, sec. 1) 
Through networks and shared resources, The Plan therefore frames change as beginning 
with the human social and cultural capital of strong communities.   
 
  
Figure 27. Signage about Sustainable 
Chippendale activities. S.Robertson. 
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Redesigning relationships with vital matter: air, water and earth 
Human communities are vital to connect people with the ‘sustainable’ urban place called 
Chippendale. However, the intent is more so to encourage human communities to be more 
engaged and responsive to more-than-human networks and practices.  
My experience of law and policy, and from my work, is that when we are respected and 
encouraged by our community, governments and agencies we tend to more readily take action 
to sustain our air, water, soil and relationships (Mobbs 2008).  
The Plan draws attention to the human–nonhuman (or more-than-human) entanglements of 
matter that impact urban dwelling for Chippendale residents and visitors. Part of this is 
bringing to the fore the role of nonhuman matter (from plants and soil to animals and 
water) as active agents in the remaking of a more sustainable Chippendale.    
On both tours, Mobbs mentioned the disconnected thinking of designers or engineers more 
focused on roads and cars than on people, soil and trees. Discussing the installation of leaky 
drains, which take run-off rainwater from buildings and distribute the water into verge 
gardens rather than directly onto the street, Mobbs lamented the command and control, 
rigid and unresponsive approach of council and engineers to stormwater management: 
The number of leaky drains we’ve put in  
has been calculated  
to give us 4 million litres of stormwater  
to irrigate our road gardens a year  
for a cost of $300 for the raw material.  
I: You had to do all of them without approval? 
M: Yeah, we asked for approval.  
… 
And we formally put that to the council  
and it was formally refused.  
I: What reason? 
M: Oh, work, it would require maintenance;  
soils wouldn’t absorb the water.  
A whole range of things.  
But I had Professor J 
who is a specialist in clay soils  
who reviewed what we’d done,  
said it would work.  
It wasn’t about the science,  
it was about control  
and what we’d done  
is we’d made the councilors ‘gold-plated’ 
engineering to deal with stormwater, 
look like gold-plated engineering.  
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5,  
June 2015)  
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Mobbs, on the other hand, argues for an approach that gives agency back to the trees, the 
soil and the water and nutrients they need to survive. Showing me a place on the pavement 
where residents had installed a leaky drain (Figure 28), Mobbs said:  
 
Figure 28. 'Poor tree', June 2015,  
S. Robertson. 
 
 
 
 
‘I’m trying to give the gardens longevity.  
At the moment the current design is to treat 
stormwater as a waste product  
so all the water from the road comes to here,  
here’s the poor tree.  
And then all the water comes from the roofs 
into outlets along here.  
So what we did,  
… 
and then put in a leaky drain,  
that’s agricultural pipe that leaks.  
So now every time it rains  
the water stays here.  
… 
Isn’t that cool? 
I: It’s probably helping the trees around too, 
would it? (Coda) 
M: Yeah, and it gets the tree’s roots down  
and stops them competing  
with what we’re growing up here.’  
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5,  
June 2015, emphasis added) 
Mobbs’ account of the leaky drain above remakes the pavement as a place for water, trees, 
soil and people. In contrast to pipes and wires which are framed as taking water away, 
Mobbs (particularly in the coda) frames these elements as vital matter that work together to 
contain and share vertical and horizontal physical space and nutrients and make place. The 
intent here is far from domination and control but acknowledging and working with the 
vitality of Chippendale’s nonhuman urban things. In this way, Mobbs’ intent extends beyond 
changing only human dwelling practices to also change the city’s nonhuman matter and its 
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urban dwelling; to change the make-up of soil, for instance; to encourage plants to produce 
food; to cool roads.  
Central to these interventions are people and practices that emerge from engagement with 
the places they work and live. The Plan draws on the potential of ‘Sustainable Chippendale’ 
as a place (as idea and as entity) of human-nonhuman intra-action, connection and meaning 
to create communities that are more connected and therefore are, or have the potential to 
become, more caring about their environment.  
The Plan is particularly explicit about this regarding the role of plants: 
HOW CAN PLANTS GROW RESPECT FOR NATURE IN HUMANS? No doubt these streetscapes will 
enhance life within the community of Chippendale. But if we look beyond we can invite schools 
in the surrounding areas to bring children to the suburb to study natural science first-hand. 
Through this the children will gain a great deal of respect and curiosity for this wonderful land of 
ours. (2011b, sec. 7.3)  
Here, Mobbs draws on and encourages engagement with Indigenous knowledge to 
emphasise the role of and for plants in a sustainable suburb.  
We respect 40,000 years of culture to help us grow edible, resilient vegetation and increase 
biodiversity. The plan encourages Indigenous people to share their traditional knowledge of 
local plant species. But we don’t want this to be a token gesture. The re-greening of Chippendale 
should be a genuine reflection of Indigenous knowledge, expertise and culture. (2011b, sec. 7) 
 
In part, Mobbs and The Plan attempt to change values, or at least influence change through 
an appeal to neoliberal and utilitarian values and to altruistic appeals about the inherent 
value of nature. He aims to inspire awe about the nonhuman Earth (such as his 
encouragement of the wonder of nature) and The Plan repeatedly emphasises the 
ecosystem services and benefits of different natural elements. However, it is largely through 
re-imagining urban dwelling practices that Mobbs and The Plan intend to encourage 
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connection and bring about change in human-nature relationships in the city, with 
gardening and increasing greenery the focus.  
The Plan states that ‘verge gardens are to be built and maintained by residents’ (2011b, sec. 
6.5) and when I met Mobbs to walk through Chippendale he emphasised the ‘doings’ of 
residents:  
We don’t have a committee,  
we don’t have meetings,  
we don’t have a constitution.  
We meet and get things done  
… 
We just didn’t want to have all the politics  
and formality [he drags his bin back to his house].  
And there’s no hard and fast rule about what gets planted. 
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5, June 2015) 
And much later on the walking tour, in response to a question I asked about organised 
compared with individually-motivated planting, he expanded: 
Sometimes we might have a big project  
where we’ll get together.  
But when people contact;  
the moment they come to me  
I give them an induction,  
which is a fancy way of saying  
I show them where the shovel is,  
the bags and things. 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5, June 2015) 
For Mobbs, getting things done is a central part of responding to the ecological challenges 
cities both contribute to and face. And these practices can, he believes, influence values.  
I studied community gardens for that book.  
It [community gardens] takes minimum of 
two,  
usually three to five years,  
from the inception to planning something.  
But we don’t have time for that.  
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… 
So people can go out front  
plant something nice without approval,  
secure their neighbour’s support  
and it can spread.  
And with varying success.  
Some people say,  
‘the council came  
and mowed down my tree’,  
but other people say it’s growing.  
And you can see these outbursts of 
democratic initiative  
all over cities  
wherever I go in Australia.  
Here and there,  
there will be a little raised bed garden or 
plot.  
… 
What I find  
is that people who do this [garden]  
have the same experience.  
It informs their view,  
it helps them get in touch of values  
which are not yet fully formed.  
   
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5, 
June 2015) 
 
However, Mobbs differentiates between gardening practices that are responsive to and care 
about Earth and those practices that are not responsive to place in ecological ways and 
those people who do not care. In contrast to the ‘democratic initiatives’ of residents, 
council’s top-down and removed approach to maintenance is conveyed as disconnected 
from the workings of ecological systems and nonhuman relationships.   
I: Are their environmental or community 
concerns that you’ve become more aware 
of? 
[We are back outside M’s house] 
Mobbs: Yeah, the main problem is lack of 
council support.  
You might think from what I’ve said we’ve 
had a lot  
but the fact is there’s a constant tension.  
For example, three or four, five months 
ago,  
all the mulch we had here –  
… 
It was raked off.  
And of course there were millions of worms  
just below the mulch.  
… 
And they killed lots of little plants  
from different houses  
and then they came back  
and put sterile,  
fairly crudely broken up bark over it, (Crisis) 
without telling us.  
City contractors just appeared one day.  
One of the locals was here 
and said, what are you doing?  
They said, the mulch is getting into the 
street.  
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So I suspect that one of the locals who 
opposes it,  
and it only takes one complaint.  
One complaint,  
it’s amazing.  
So they galvanized their significant 
resources  
and came out  
and buggered our gardens.  
 
I: And were others upset about that as 
well? 
M: Yeah, everybody I spoke to.  
They said, did you ask for this?  
About four people were just ballistic.  
 
And while he [the local] was talking to the 
guy,  
he said, gee there are a lot of worms here.  
And he said, yeah, that’s because of the 
mulch.  
Anyway.  
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5, 
June 2015) 
 
 
Mobbs sees this lack of care as a problem for achieving a sustainable suburb. The Plan insists 
that local government support is important to achieve The Plan’s vision. And care-full 
practices (Williams 2017; Puig de la Bellacasa 2017) are ascribed to council workers who are 
instructed not to spray pesticides on verge gardens and work with residents (Mobbs 2011b, 
sec. 6.5). Yet when I meet Mobbs two years later, the council is largely excluded or bypassed 
as he and residents attempt to redesign the streets for more than just cars and humans.  
The Plan does not talk about the potential challenges of re-making Chippendale as a 
sustainable suburb. It is framed in a temporal trajectory that takes Chippendale from being 
unsustainable to sustainable. And there are only two sides to the coin in the way this 
initiative is framed; unsustainable Chippendale as it has been in colonial and industrial times 
and as it will continue to be without action; and the sustainable, resilient, green and cool 
suburb it could and can be with action on the part of council, governments and residents. 
Those actors, such as council staff (including sustainability officers), council contractors, 
some designers and engineers and drunks who put their bottles in the community compost 
bins, are framed as disconnected and not aligned with the vision and therefore as largely 
lost causes to be moved on from.  
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Discussion: Place(making) and planning for a Sustainable Chippendale 
For The Plan and for Mobbs, the potential of human-place connections to foster more 
ecologically responsive urban dwelling practices and ethical orientations is clear. The Plan 
outlines the ways humans, other-than-human urban ‘hardware’, and Chippendale’s living 
other-than-human residents (plants and animals) can dwell responsibly, carefully and 
therefore sustainably within ecological system limits. Encouraging human networks and 
connections are a vital element of this plan. However, engaging with, recognising and 
respecting the nonhuman vitality of Chippendale’s streets through hands-on practices is 
seen as vital to success. Chippendale is framed as a place in need of a makeover. The 
pavements need breaking up, the soil is ‘buggered’ (Mobbs, walking tour, Int. 5, May 2017), 
existing infrastructure (such as pipes) takes nutrients away from where it is needed, and the 
governing authorities are seen to be disconnected from practices of care and potential 
solutions. However, it is a place that could be a utopian pocket, or a sustainable lifeboat, in 
an urban realm. The Plan is about communicating and initiating a different approach to 
creating and practicing urban dwelling. Overwhelmingly, it puts the onus on its audience to 
engage and, through the steps outlined within it, to actively remake Chippendale. It is an 
open offer for anyone to engage – from local government organisations and utility providers 
who The Plan suggests could more innovatively and responsively govern human and more-
than-human flows of water, electricity, earth and built urban forms, to residents and visitors 
who could engage in these flows and the benefits they provide for human communities in 
urban realms. Led boldly by the loud voice of Michael Mobbs, The Plan puts the onus on all 
people to engage, connect and care about and along with nature. This is a visionary and 
utopian plan that inevitably excludes. It excludes those who oppose it either actively or 
because they follow rigid governance processes. Moreover, in emphasising the assumed 
universal good that can emerge from greener streets and suburbs, The Plan is largely silent 
on the injustices and uneven socialities of human dwelling in cities and the environmental 
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projects that seek to change them, including ecological gentrification (Dooling 2009) 
processes these projects contribute to.    
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Part II. Re-making Chippendale 
Introduction 
The previous section introduced Chippendale and the designed intentions of its main 
initiator and leader Michael Mobbs. This section explores how place is experienced by six of 
Chippendale’s residents (including Mobbs). Of these six residents, four created photo 
journals while Mobbs and another resident did not (the latter resident did not have time to 
complete the photo journal but was interviewed). Interviews lasted from 15 minutes (for the 
resident who did not take any photos) to about one hour, with most interviews lasting 
between 45 minutes and one hour. Of the four photo journals, one resident only shared two 
photos with me but discussed photos they would like to share; the other journals included 
seventeen to about twenty images each. Three of the six residents identified as male and 
three as female. The four residents who shared photo journals were aged between 25 and 
34 years. The discussion that follows draws primarily on narrative analysis of the four photo 
journal interviews and the additional resident interview (see Chapter three). The experience 
of Mobbs as he expressed it on the two tours are also brought into the analysis as is data 
made during my ethnographic work, including taking part in a weekend morning planting 
session and observation work conducted whilst in Chippendale. All residents have been 
given pseudonyms to protect their identities. As noted in Chapter three, extracts from their 
narratives are reproduced in lengthy form in an effort to maintain the integrity of their 
accounts. 
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Community and place(making) practices: ‘We meet and get things done 
… It’s a bottom up thing’20 
It is difficult to quantify the number of people involved with Sustainable Chippendale 
activities. Two Facebook groups and a blog communicate the activities done by different 
members, celebrate their achievements, share news and promote the process of remaking 
Chippendale as a more sustainable place. The closed ‘Active Members’ Facebook group was 
established in 2011 when it had 27 members and has grown since then to approximately 
220 members (as at February 2018). The ‘open’ Sustainable Chippendale Facebook page has 
over 1100 likes. The Sustainable Chippendale website (Figure 29), was actively, although 
initially sporadically, updated between 2014 and 2017. Of the five residents who 
participated in this research (not including Mobbs), one was actively involved in gardening 
and promoting Sustainable Chippendale activities through the website and Facebook pages; 
another was an active gardener, but largely on their own time; two were acquainted with 
Mobbs but did not consider themselves involved in any gardening at the time and one was 
aware of Sustainable Chippendale because of signs placed in verge gardens, but was not 
connected to its activities.  
 
Figure 29. A screen capture of the Sustainable Chippendale website, 29 September 2017. 
                                                             
20 This is a blended quote. 
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For multiple residents an appealing part of the Sustainable Chippendale street gardening 
activities, and what was believed part of its success, was the opportunity for relative 
autonomy of its members. As one resident involved in promoting the group’s activities said:  
I: So, do you have an idea of how many 
people are active members? 
J: I don’t.  
We tried to come up with numbers.  
I just really don’t.  
Because a lot of people.  
Actually, there was this one time  
where we tried to actively look up people 
gardening  
so we were just going around the streets  
looking for gardening,  
trying to take pictures.  
And there’s a couple of posts  
that we put little angel wings on Photoshop.  
And a lot of people would just rather not 
even,  
you know,  
I don’t know,  
not advertise what they’re doing  
and they just do it  
on their own time.   
Maybe on a garden bed  
that is close to their home.  
 
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25) 
 
This is not to say there were no organised gardening activities. Every now and then Mobbs 
would advertise a bulk receipt of plants from the local government and encourage residents 
to plant them outside their houses, or make a day 
of it (for example, Figure 30). 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 30. Facebook post about free 
plants, March 2018.  
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However, residents noted the sense of freedom amongst community members that they 
could, and were encouraged to, garden on their own terms and on their own time. 
Sustainable Chippendale was understood to be and was experienced by these residents as a 
bottom-up initiative that residents could dip in and out of.  
So like I said, I grew up in [another Sydney 
suburb].   
And it was always kind of the council looks 
after the streets.   
And now you know, living here,  
it’s like the community is allowed  
to do things with the front,  
out the front of their house.   
And I think that’s really cool,  
that’s really like a,  
I think it’s a bottom up thing.   
… 
Like, I can’t do it [gardening] now  
because they’re [the kids] too young  
and it’s really too difficult  
… 
But yeah, you know,  
for people who live in blocks of flats  
and don’t have gardens,  
it is a nice kind of way.   
Oh, you want to spend half an hour getting 
your hands dirty?   
You know, go for it.   
And I think there really is that approach here.   
Like it’s up to everybody to maintain it.   
Which is nice.   
   
(Lisa, Chippendale resident, Int. 34) 
 
All the residents who participated were on some level aware of and responding to socio-
environmental issues, from the resident who was ‘really concerned’ about the impacts of 
climate change on their and their family’s lives to the residents who recognised more 
specific issues, such as waste disposal. However, despite some common concerns, it was not 
necessarily primarily common values that the Chippendale residents who participated in this 
study shared with each other and with other residents. Instead, they shared similar everyday 
doings or practices. Walking, gardening, waste disposal and creative or cultural interventions 
were practices identified by multiple participants as defining and making their place.  
These practices were indeed underpinned by shared expectations about what is acceptable 
to do and what is not. Three residents complained about the amount of rubbish dumped 
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around Chippendale. For instance, Lisa emphasised this concern with multiple photos of or 
related to rubbish (Figure 31 and Figure 32). She had particular expectations around 
acceptable practices of waste disposal and was frustrated that many Chippendale residents 
and visitors could not engage in similar temporal and caring practices.  
 
 
 
Figure 31. 'Stop dumping', Resident photo 
by Lisa. 
 
So this is one I took yesterday.   
And it’s a sign that says stop dumping.   
And I get really annoyed,  
really frustrated  
by the amount of like rubbish and crap  
that people put on the streets.   
And this sign is great,  
because it shows  
that somebody else gets annoyed by it as 
well.  
   
(Lisa, Chippendale resident, Int. 34) 
 
Lisa identifies the different roles residents and council should play in maintaining 
Chippendale as a ‘nice’ place. When it comes to rubbish, the council is still seen to play an 
important role. What’s more, accepted practices around littering are sharply defined. 
Sharing is encouraged, while dumping is not.  
	 
Figure 32. 'Free', Resident photo by Lisa.  
 
 
Here’s more rubbish [Figure 32].   
So obviously someone’s put out a 
cardboard box  
and probably some useful things in it,  
but as time’s progressed  
people have put rubbish in it  
and the box has become soaked with water  
and it looks really unappealing.   
So that kind of combines,  
you know, people giving away their free 
stuff  
and people reusing it  
but then also the rubbish. 
  
(Lisa, Chippendale resident, Int. 34) 
 
The expected and accepted temporalities of and approaches to street gardening were less 
sharply defined, however, and this freedom for residents to garden on their own terms was 
experienced as empowering. An account from resident Taylor illustrated this. In the below 
narrative he both identifies with and separates his own street gardening practices and 
approach from the practices of a resident making ‘guerrilla’ gardens.  
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I: Yeah, he’s [Mobbs] invited me to garden on 
Saturday.  
T: Yeah, that’s a bit early for me. [1s]  
That’s the thing I like about the gardening,  
it’s reasonably autonomous.  
Because like, I’ll just go out  
and do whatever I’m doing.  
 
There’s been a bloke recently.  
… 
And he keeps on making these little guerrilla 
gardens,  
like, wherever he feels like it.  
So like, there’s these traffic lights down there 
[where he lives] 
and it’s on, it’s on a six-lane road, essentially.  
I: Yeah, yeah.  
T: And he’s just decided.  
Oh, I reckon I could plant some stuff here. 
And he’s planted it there  
and you know,  
I think he waters it sometimes  
and like,  
it’s sort of living.  
… 
So I think he’s just taken it upon himself,  
like, he sort of built this up this week  
and planted these things in it. 
And he’s just built this thing here  
which is a bit hodge podge.  
Like, the yellow thing was there already;  
that got donated  
by the company that makes them.  
 
I: Yep.  
T: But then he’s just sort of tried  
to do this extension of the garden  
with compost and chip bark.  
He’s found some magical source of chip bark. 
Apparently there’s like a pile of it somewhere.  
I: Oh, okay.  
T: Not sure what the intention is there;  
maybe they use it for something.  
They apparently don’t defend it well.  
So he just goes up with his shopping trolley  
and a bunch of bags he’s got for the purpose  
and grabs a trolley-worth of chip bark  
and comes down and puts it around.  
He doesn’t need anyone to help him.  
 
Like, it’s fine, [resolution] 
we can happily chat about it  
and we might do stuff together sometimes  
but generally, I’ll look after this one,  
he’ll look after that one.  
It’s pretty autonomous.  
  
(Taylor, Chippendale resident, Int. 24) 
 
Taylor identifies with this ‘guerrilla’ gardener because they are both trying to green the 
streets; both making the best of the materials they have, are given, or can salvage. Both 
‘look after’ their own plants on their own time and on their own terms. Taylor does not 
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necessarily agree with this gardener’s approach, but they share common practices and a 
common purpose that validates and unifies their individual labours.   
Human community expectations therefore restrain and/or guide gardening practices in 
Chippendale. Residents note that while there are a small handful of people opposed to the 
street gardening, the majority support their work; something I noticed as I helped garden 
one weekend and while walking the streets. Julia noted this general appreciation in her 
journal, including a photo of me gardening (Figure 33).  
And that’s you!  
I: That’s me! 
J: That’s you gardening with Michael  
and I think again,  
that’s a representation of,  
it’s such a lovely thing when you are 
gardening.  
I don’t garden as much these days,  
I just don’t have as much time.  
But it’s a lovely thing to meet people.  
And we do have people  
that come from all over the world  
to garden with us  
and it’s so nice to meet them  
and share a few hours,  
you know,  
just chatting  
and making something grow.  
… 
It’s a really lovely thing  
and I really, really, really enjoy it.  
And also, as you saw in the morning,  
when you’re doing it,  
all these people stop to say hello  
and good morning  
and well done  
and I love what you’re doing.  
Or sometimes give themselves the day off to 
do it,  
and yeah,  
so that’s why that picture’s there.  
 
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25) 
 
  
Figure 33. ‘That's you gardening’, Resident photo by Julia. 
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Apart from comments about a few residents who were vocally against the street gardening 
and about the disruptions of some council work, Chippendale residents who participated in 
this research rarely identified conflict emerging between community members regarding 
plants, gardens or gardening practices. Mobbs and other resident participants showed little 
concern about what types of plants were planted. Instead, the emphasis was on planting, on 
gardening. For Mobbs these gardening practices were a means to ensuring Chippendale’s 
physical infrastructure was conducive to plant health and the subsequent ecosystem 
services these plants provide. As he explained (walking tour, Int. 5, June 2015), ‘I wanted to 
make this so it wasn’t about me, so it was about the plants.’ For other residents, gardening 
was experienced as a practice that has social benefits, improves environmental amenity and 
for some, aligns with The Plan’s vision and contributes to the creation of more sustainable 
cities.  
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Urban form and its material presences: the places of Chippendale  
As indicated in Taylor’s account of the ‘guerrilla’ gardener in the previous section, more than 
merely providing services to humans, other-than-human matter very actively guided and 
framed these human (socially)-focused place(making) practices. Beyond the humanness of 
the bottom-up initiative Mobbs refers to, place experiences and the remaking of 
Chippendale were informed by socio-material physical spaces and the abiotic materialities of 
the area’s built form. At the neighbourhood scale, residents highlighted Chippendale’s 
physical proximity to Sydney’s central business district. 
That’s probably the image I think most  
when I think of Chippendale 
…I think its proximity to the city  
is such an advantage  
and a huge part of why I moved here,  
which is a little funny.  
I actually grew up in Redfern,  
which isn’t terribly far away from here.  
I actually found because of that  
it was really hard to move too far out of the 
city… 
 
So if you go up there [the Shepherd St car 
park] in,  
so it’s a university car park,  
but if you go up there around 5 or 6pm  
when uni has finished  
or even during semester break  
it’s just totally empty  
and you get these amazing views over the city.  
And I just have always really loved this 
contrast  
of having these old terraces  
butted up right against the city,  
…cause it’s so unusual  
even when you go to,  
I don’t know  
it’s just unusual to see these really old 
buildings  
in proximity to the central business district.  
 
(Christy, Chippendale resident, Int. 27) 
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Meanwhile, for another resident, the feat of growing food on their balcony in such close 
proximity to the city compounded the sense of achievement and place-specificity (see Figure 
34). 
 
Figure 34. 'Little bit of my garden.'  
Resident photo by Julia.  
Julia: This is just my,  
obviously a little bit of my garden  
and I love my views of the city [laughs] 
[Figure 34].  
I: Mmm?  
J: I just love  
that you can see the sky tower there,  
you can see the city  
but I’m able to also grow food.  
And I love standing there.  
Especially in the evening,  
… 
And you know,  
see the city lights  
in my vegie garden.  
 
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25) 
 
These experiences emphasise the convenience of inner urban life, but they also emphasise 
change or the ongoing reconfiguring between familiarity and difference that shapes place 
experience. For instance, Christy explains: 
I think Chippendale has now become really 
synonymous with Central Park. 
I don’t know if that’s true of everyone.   
… 
Synonymous is not quite the right word, 
they’re not on par with one another,  
 
but Central Park has become such an 
identifier of Chippendale.  
I guess because the construction just seems 
to be eternal. 
  
(Christy, Chippendale resident, Int. 27) 
 
	
Christy and Julia perceived this remaking of place as emerging from and directed toward the 
creation of a better urban environment for residents. However, these acts of remaking were 
experienced as destabilising their and other human residents’ experiences of place. Julia 
directly noted the precariousness of this dynamic and sometimes powerless situatedness.  
I think the hardest thing that some of,  
unfortunately,  
some of the people that have been here  
for a really, really long time,  
they just don’t want to see anything changing,  
and quite a lot of them,  
unfortunately,  
are haters.  
They just hate everything.  
And there is probably only a very small 
handful of people  
that complain  
about everything Sustainable Chippendale 
does.  
Everything is bad.  
And they are very vocal;  
unfortunately they have a lot of time to be 
vocal.  
And we have had to put down  
pretty much all of our compost bins  
because of the complaints of three people,  
or four.  
… 
So, at some meetings for Central Park  
you got to meet a few of them  
and they don’t want anything,  
they don’t want any changes  
and its, well,  
we’re living on the outskirts of the city  
and things are going to change  
so let’s just work together  
to make changes as sustainable as we can;  
as good for everyone as we can.  
There’s no point in just putting your feet 
down  
and going ‘no!’  
But I think,  
there’s always going to be haters. 
 
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25) 
Later, Julia explained: 
J: Is there anything I would like to change?  
[6s]  
It’s growing a bit too fast.  
But I know that is has to [laughs].  
But it does scare me a little bit,  
sometimes  
how much is going on.  
How much more car traffic there is all around 
us,  
but that’s just an irrational thing.  
I know I can’t really stop it  
and I guess it goes back to what I was saying 
before,  
I’m not a hater,  
I’m not hating anything.  
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…. 
J: But we have a little joke at home [coda] 
that we like this being the ghetto [laughs]  
and we don’t want it to not be the ghetto 
anymore.  
We don’t want the drive-by shootings 
anymore  
but I kind of like the underground feeling that 
it has.  
I just don’t want it to lose it.  
I love that there are a lot of bars and cafes 
and things,  
but I just don’t want it to go too fast  
and become flashy and facetious,  
just not ghetto-like anymore.   
 
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25) 
 
On the one hand Julia and Christy’s experiences suggest two sides to Chippendale – the ‘old’ 
Chippendale west of Abercrombie Street and ‘new’ Chippendale dominated by the Central 
Park development to its east.21 In the material and temporal distinctions between these old 
and new Chippendales, buildings are a dominant marker of division and Julia in particular 
notes the socially uneven consequences of this reshaping that residents are involved with in 
only limited ways. However, as Julia (and Christy in part) suggest above, both the ‘old’ and 
‘new’ are defined by their constant remaking. Through corporate forces, material 
infrastructures and community practices (e.g. composting) material and temporal things and 
their traces are dynamically making place through and along tense trajectories of becoming. 
For Julia in particular, there is at least potential in this reshaping to destabilise the urban-
nature dialectic (Kaika 2012).  
  
                                                             
21 Central Park is the name of the redeveloped Carlton and United Breweries site on the eastern side of 
Chippendale, promoted by the developers as a ‘multi-stage $2 billion-dollar urban village’ (Frasers Property, 
2013).  
	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Labyrinths and light 
This potential is more evident at the meso 
scale of Chippendale’s streets. Chippendale 
was experienced as a ‘maze’ of streets and 
laneways (Figure 35) that facilitated a 
plethora of opportunities for people, plants 
and animals to become-with and make 
place.  
 
 
 
 
In the following excerpt (see below and next page), Christy (who is not an active gardener) 
identifies her initial experience of the pattern of small streets and materiality of buildings, 
walls and fences close to each other as ‘impenetrable’. It is through her practices of walking 
the area that Christy comes to experience the ‘labyrinth’ as a ‘lovely’ place that facilitates 
light, particularly the setting and rising sun, in particular ways. Interestingly, Christy’s 
comment below is not one of landmarks guiding her (although they may do so) through this 
labyrinth but is a reflection on the sun and its interaction with the materiality of the streets:  
 
I think Chippendale has always been  
this labyrinth of little streets  
and alleyways  
and like one-way streets  
that you don’t realise until you can go back.  
And just a really maze of places.  
And now,  
and even though… 
it’s always just been impenetrable in its 
own way.  
Figure 35. Chippendale laneway, 
S.Robertson, May 2017. 
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But now that I’ve lived here for a little over 
two years,  
I know my way around the streets a lot 
better.  
I know my way  
even though I can’t remember any of their 
names.  
I try to make it a point,  
after work,  
to try and go for a walk  
at least once a week.  
Sometimes I [1s] 
just to go for a walk  
and clear my head.  
So it’s really lovely  
as well because the sun sort of sets  
in that lovely way.  
 
(Christy, Chippendale resident, Int. 27) 
 
The streets are also a vital element of resident experiences of place because of the small-
space living of many residents. For example, Lisa who lives in an apartment with her young 
family said:  
I spend a lot of time walking around,  
pushing the pram.   
I spend a lot of time outdoors.   
It’s really important to me  
that my kids spend a lot of time outdoors,  
because obviously we live in a small flat  
and you know,  
I don’t know what it’s like to have a 
daughter,  
but having sons, they’re really active  
and they need to be outside.   
I: Yeah, okay. 
L: I think it’s really good for their 
development.   
And also we meet a lot of friends.   
 
(Lisa, Chippendale resident, Int. 34) 
 
Homes and the material infrastructure of Chippendale also played an important role in 
shaping resident experiences. For instance, as the extract by Mobbs at the beginning of the 
chapter illustrates, he describes his house proudly as a sustainable urban (off-water and 
electrical grid) island of sufficiency. Meanwhile, in the below account Christy, discusses her 
house, which she rents, as a falling-down sanctuary that both protects and connects her to 
the liveliness of the streets below: 
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Christy: Yeah, I’ve got an old terrace  
which is falling apart.  
Oh that’s the other thing,  
I’d mostly have photos of my house falling 
apart.  
I don’t know,  
like my courtyard flooding  
or the tiles in my shower never getting 
repaired  
even though I’ve begged the real estate agent. 
I: Oh really? 
C: Yeah, but it’s just the,  
I love the house  
because it’s kind of old,  
it has character.  
 
… [much later in the interview] 
 
What I probably would have loved to… 
I should have a photo of  
basically my kitchen table  
where I spend most of my life, I think.  
… 
I probably also spend a lot of time  
just sitting on the floor of my room  
with the balcony doors open  
where it’s really nice to get sunlight in.  
And it’s easy to just sort of read  
or just lie down on the floor  
and do nothing.  
But you can also hear everyone walking up 
and down this street. 
… 
This street  
because it’s so narrow  
and all the buildings are two or three storey 
terraces,  
you hear everything that people say  
when they walk down it. 
I: Oh really? 
Yeah, yeah,  
it’s kind of amazing.  
Like at night, who was it?  
My ex was over one night  
and he heard someone singing gangster’s 
paradise  
but in like an opera voice.  
I: Oh wow.  
C: Yeah.  
And I heard this girl,  
I’ve never heard the song before,  
she had an amazing voice,  
just singing  
and I came out on the balcony  
just to kind of watch her walk down the 
street. 
And you hear people having conversations  
about everything,  
like property or their groceries,  
or he did this  
and she said that.  
And it’s kind of nice  
to have these little glimpses into people’s 
lives,  
but sometimes it’s 3am in the morning  
and you’re just wondering why people are still 
out [chuckles]. 
 
(Christy, Chippendale resident, Int. 27) 
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Experiencing vital materialities – animal and planty mattering and the remaking of 
place 
The discussion above has suggested that experiences of Chippendale are socially and 
materially (in)formed. Sustainable Chippendale is in part defined through a community of 
people who experience place through their daily practices of walking, gardening, and re-use 
through sharing. Some of these practices are focused on remaking Chippendale as a better 
or ‘nicer’ place to live, while they simultaneously negotiate the uneasy tensions and power 
inequalities that are seen to partner this remaking. The material places of Chippendale as 
defined through the ageing and new mattering of its urban forms and materiality have also 
been discussed as contributing to resident experiences of place and defining a Chippendale 
identity for its human residents. However, in this placial identity vital other-than-human 
plants, animals and organisms are, and were acknowledged as, animated and their 
dynamism was brought to bear as an influencer of place and of urban form – or perhaps 
more accurately, their dynamism was experienced as an influencer of Chippendale’s more-
than-human mattering.   
Plants and animals were (perhaps unsurprisingly) central in all the resident accounts. For 
instance, Taylor discussed a plant he moved for an elderly neighbour so it would be in a 
better position to catch or filter rainfall, rather than ‘living’ isolated from rainfall on a 
neighbour’s verandah. Taylor’s account of moving the pot plant (below and Figure 36) 
illustrates multiple trajectories of more-than-human intra-relating and their contribution to 
place; from the more-than-usual social engagement between Taylor and Mrs. W. (he 
indicates they usually only exchange ‘hellos’), to the material engagements between the 
verandah-street-pot plant assemblage’s access to rainfall, and to the jasmine’s subsequent 
use of the iron fence to help it spread. Taylor used the narrative to emphasise the minimal 
care the plant will need now he has re-introduced it into contact with the elements. He is 
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attentive to the plant, walking past it ‘more or less every day’; a practice that enables him to 
carry out additional watering when it’s ‘looking really sad’.   
 
Figure 36. Photo by Taylor, Chippendale resident. 
  
     
So that’s just this little white house here.  
… 
So yeah, Mrs. W.,  
she was born in that house.  
She’s like eighty-odd,  
maybe older.  
She’s pretty frail.  
I always say Hi Mrs W.,  
she says Hi Taylor.  
She’s pretty friendly.  
 
I said to her one day,  
about six months ago,  
that pot was underneath her balcony  
And it had had this dead thing in it  
as long as I’d been here,  
so twelve/fifteen years.  
And I was like,  
you know why that died don’t you?  
She’s like,  
because I didn’t look after it.  
I was like,  
well, there’s that,  
but it’s effectively living in a desert  
because under the balcony  
it will never get rained on  
so it will only get what you put on it.  
You can put it outside.  
She was like,  
oh, I can’t lift it.  
 
So I leant over  
and picked up whatever was dead in it  
and I could lift the whole pot.  
I was like,  
No, we can probably move that.  
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So oh well,  
I could put it out the front  
and plant something in it if you like.  
She was like,  
well, I’m not going to look after it.  
That’s alright,  
I can look after it.  
What would you like in there?  
Some flowers, jasmine?  
Yeah, that would be nice.  
 
So yeah, I just put some marigolds in there  
that I’d planted  
and took a bit of some jasmine  
that I’ve got in the front of my house  
and it’s doing alright.  
Water it occasionally;  
if it rains you don’t need to.  
 
Once it gets established,  
it will be fine.  
I walk past it  
more or less every day  
so if it’s looking really sad  
I’ll probably see.  
  
(Taylor, Chippendale resident, Int. 24,) 
 
The entangled mobilities of human and nonhuman entities in urban areas also came to the 
surface of resident experiences of place. Taylor, Mobbs and other Chippendale residents 
were actively engaged in the assisted migration of plants and animals throughout the 
streets, while ensuring these plants had good homes from which to base themselves. On the 
tour of his house, Mobbs showed off his stingless bees and their hive (Figure 37). These, he 
told tour participants, he had ordered in the post from Queensland to promote biodiversity 
in Chippendale.  
	 
Figure 37. Native beehive, Sustainable House 
walking tour, May 2017, S. Robertson.  
    
So let’s have a look at this. 
If you come up close… 
do you see these little guys over here?  
See how they’re not flying?  
These are one of the twelve or fourteen types 
of bees  
which live in hives.  
They’re slow now because it’s cold.  
When it gets to about eighteen or nineteen 
degrees,  
if it does,  
they’ll start to fly.  
 
So what I did after [work I did for] Google was  
I became passionate about food.  
I’ve got limited opportunity to grow food 
here,  
but these I bought to add diversity.  
They fly about two to three city blocks.  
They don’t sting,  
they are stingless bees.  
 
So when I’m feeling down  
I come out here  
and I look at them  
and after a while I say,  
come on Mobbsy.  
So they’re just a joy to be with. 
I don’t have to feed them;  
I don’t have to give them water,  
I don’t have to clean up.  
They are perfect  
for a lazy boy like me.  
 
And so, they live  
for about four weeks.   
I’ve seen them.  
So we’ve got gardens,  
we’ve got about 1200 fruit trees and plants  
on about 12 city blocks here ,  
and I’ve seen them on the trees  
while I’m pruning.  
 
They only make about 500g of honey a year  
but it’s exquisite.  
It’s very different to other honey.  
Because it’s about 70 per cent water.  
[2s]  
Isn’t that a beautiful thing?  
… 
I’ve only harvested one.  
Because my priority is to create biodiversity,  
I bought this design because it can be split,  
made into two hives.  
I’ve had five splits  
and now there are five hives,  
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all around Sydney.  
 
Participant: Where did you get them?  
M: It came from Brisbane. 
Don’t you love it  
when the postie doesn’t know what’s inside? 
[whispering]  
 
I had some friends 
and we chose this space together  
and I will never forget,  
they just, [1s]  
when I pulled the cloth from the front door  
they flew up and back  
to orientate in their geoset  
and off they flew,  
having bumped all their way down from 
Brisbane.  
 
They actually,  
Do you know how bees communicate?  
A few participants: No.  
They communicate by dancing  
… 
And the dance will vary  
according to the time of day  
and where the sun is.  
… 
it’s the most extraordinary thing.  
Unbelievable.  
We know so little.   
 
(Mobbs, Chippendale Sustainable House tour, 
Int. 33, May 2017) 
 
These tiny (about 4mm) native bees fly ‘about two to three city blocks’ when the weather is 
warm enough and Mobbs explains he has ‘seen them on trees’ while he’s been pruning. As 
Mobbs accounts for his own learning about gardening and the importance of biodiversity 
(including pollinators such as bees), he tells a parallel story for the bees: about their 
disorientation as they ‘bumped all the way down from Brisbane’, their reorientation ‘when 
[he] pulled the cloth from the front door’ and their subsequent immersion throughout 
Sydney as their population grows and their hive needs to be split. Mobbs idolises the bees 
for their communicative practices, their work in Chippendale and even suggests their fit as 
nonhuman Chippendale residents because they are stingless. He paints a picture of 
successful retrofitting of biodiversity in Chippendale initiated by human practices. Mobbs 
was not the only resident to note that he sees the bees in trees around Chippendale as they 
seek out nectar and pollen. Another resident recounted her first encounter with these tiny 
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bees as she and I were gardening one day, telling me how seeing them prompted her to look 
the species up online.   
The mobility of plants and soil was also brought to the fore in resident accounts. This was 
often discussed as human-initiated. For instance, one resident discussed the growth of 
plants in their back yard from seed and their transferral to pots and sometimes into the 
ground. As indicated in the story of Mrs. W’s pot plant living in a ‘desert’, this migration was 
often grounded in practices of care as doings that are ‘always specific’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 
2017, 104). Chippendale residents were therefore engaged in remaking the vital materiality 
of the streets for themselves – to make the suburb ‘nicer’ – but they were also remaking 
Chippendale for its nonhuman residents. Human resident engagements with Chippendale’s 
soil were particularly oriented around its regeneration. The soil was described by different 
residents as ‘buggered’, ‘degraded’, ‘shit’, ‘terrible’ and full of ‘rubbish’ and when tended to 
(by humans or plants) as ‘pretty good’ and ‘legit’. In 2015 on my first tour of Chippendale 
with Mobbs, he introduced the compost bins as something ‘we don’t do enough of’ (Mobbs, 
walking tour, Int. 5, June 2015). By early 2018, the compost bins had been removed – 
seemingly due to council intervention after complaints were made – and then re-introduced. 
When part of the streetscape, many participants noted they were used frequently by 
Chippendale residents and even by people who would drive to the suburb to use them. By 
March 2018, the compost bin outside Mobbs’ house was so popular, and was filling up with 
household waste within a week, that he was calling for resident volunteers to help maintain 
the bins by shifting composting waste to a larger bin nearby. In the account below, Mobbs 
notes the creative practices of human residents to make soil for the street gardens.  
  
	
The soil comes from the compost bins  
I’m about to show you.  
… 
So one of the things we do,  
and we don’t do enough of it,  
is compost.  
Not just because food waste is the third 
highest source of climate pollution  
after all the pollution from America  
and all the pollution from China generally,  
but because it’s a cheap way for us to  
a, get soil,  
and b, increase the fertility of this area.  
Imagine this area without these things [Figure 
38]. 
…  
 
Figure 38. Raised garden bed. June 2015,  
S. Robertson. 
These are compost bins [Figure 39]. 
We are moving away from these big ones  
because drunks  
put bottles and cans and stuff in there  
and they get overloaded.  
We are moving on to these tumbling ones.  
Although these are cheery –  
we’ve got to get this tumbling one painted –   
these are less susceptible.  
The drunk has to undo three or four of these.   
And they don’t go anaerobic so quickly   
so they’re not as offensive to people.  
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5,  
June 2015) 
 
 
Figure 39. Compost bins, June 2015,  
S. Robertson. 
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The compost bins were a material entity engaged with in different ways by residents. One 
resident not involved in street gardening explained they found out about Sustainable 
Chippendale because they noticed the bins, which they told me they (now) ‘use all the time’ 
(Christy, Int. 27).  
Actually since moving in here  
I’m so much more conscious of trying to recycle most,  
like I take my bags to the supermarket.  
Composting,  
because I never had compost at my parents place.  
I mean probably more recently,  
I’ve just been really into the idea of  
just having less stuff  
and kind of consuming less stuff.  
 
(Christy, Chippendale resident, Int. 27) 
 
For some of the residents interviewed and other compost bin users, possibly including the 
‘drunks’ Mobbs mentions, the compost bins were a receptor for unwanted waste; a better 
place for household scraps than sending them to landfill. However, for those involved in 
gardening, the compost bins encouraged practices that linked household waste to soil 
regeneration and plant and soil health and survival. Julia, for instance, says in the below 
account that soil is an environmental issue she has become more aware of while living in 
Chippendale, which she links to the industrial history of the suburb but also to the practices 
she and other gardeners do to work around this contamination.  
  
	
I was interested to hear  
that when we, 
when Michael got the soils tested  
and there was quite a lot of chemicals  
and stuff in them.  
That was,  
I didn’t,  
I suppose I could have guessed  
but I suppose I’ve never really thought about 
it.  
Which is why so many garden beds [are 
raised]  
rather than just planting straight on the soil.  
And when we do [plant in] the soil  
we make really, really big holes  
and make a lot of our own soil,  
like you saw that day 
  
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25)  
 
And it is through this reorientation in practices of planting and making soil that human 
gardeners came to consider the needs and relationships of the plants with the biological 
infrastructures of Chippendale. It also animated the role of plant-soil relations as 
contributing to garden health: 
Taylor: We kind of did this…  
[he points to a plant on the edge of a garden 
bed cut out of the pavement around an 
established tree] 
We just did it on the edges  
and it sort of makes its way across.  
Same with that one.  
We did it on the edges  
and it makes its way across 
Starts capturing stuff.  
See here  
and see the seed thing?  
I: Oh yeah! 
T: I don’t know what it is,  
but it’s pretty useful.  
And you can see  
that the soil here now.  
[he reaches down to the garden bed] 
You know, well that’s not even soil.  
But yeah,  
I: It’s growing right on the edge there isn’t it? 
Yeah.  
But it’s legit soil, right?  
It’s brown/black.  
It’s not like that stuff across the road  
that’s like orange.  
That’s what it used to be.  
  
(Taylor, Chippendale resident, Int. 24) 
 
Finally, these practices reoriented the boundaries of place as experienced by drawing 
attention to the spaces of Chippendale and more-than-human experiences of these spaces. 
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Residents (such as Taylor above) acknowledged the competition between plants for patches 
of earth carved out of the pavement (horizontal space) and between plants and people for 
footpath space as plants transgress the boundaries of these pavement cutouts and planter 
boxes. Their accounts also highlight the verticality of Chippendale’s dynamism as a place 
defined by its history and heritage of industrial waste and degradation, through its present 
(or perhaps the presence) of entangled trajectories of more-than-human entities and 
through the projection of a future as a suburb with a vision that extends self-sufficiency 
beyond human needs and ends. If we return to Mobbs’ story of the leaky drain (below and 
Figure 40), Chippendale’s trees are described as rooting themselves within the space they 
have, surrounded by human infrastructure that can enable or disable this lively dwelling by 
creating space for water to seep, rather than drain directly away.  
 
 
So now every time it rains  
the water stays here.  
So you get about 1200 litres a square metre here,  
… 
Yeah, and it gets the tree’s roots down  
and stops them competing  
with what we’re growing up here.  
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, 2015, Int. 5) 
 
Figure 40. 'Poor tree', S. Robertson, June 2015. 
 
Interestingly, the place of water in resident accounts of life there was mostly mentioned in 
passing. As noted above, Taylor made passing references to his practices of watering in the 
context of certain plants’ need for it. Water therefore appeared as a persistent yet largely 
unobtrusive element in the gardening practices and experiences of place for the 
Chippendale residents I spoke to.  
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Taylor’s experience (see narrative below and Figure 41) of planting and training a passion 
fruit to grow up a gum tree only to wake one day to find it being ripped out is another 
example of practices that draw attention to the verticalities of Chippendale, the more-than-
human jostling for physical space and notions of care, which all contribute to human 
resident place experiences.   
 
Figure 41. Passion fruit, Resident photo by 
Taylor. 
That’s a passion fruit.  
So, I planted a passion fruit  
in the gum trees outside my house  
and I found it pretty therapeutic.  
I would climb up in the tree  
and just sort of train it. 
Because it’s got to attach to the bark  
that’s slowly falling off.   
 
But then, the council  
like sub-contracts guys  
to look after the street trees.  
So there’s a council assessor to go round.  
He’ll make a sheet  
and sub-contract it.  
I think they get paid per;  
take the graffiti guys, right.  
The graffiti guys take a picture of the graffiti  
and then they erase it  
and they get paid per incidence of graffiti that 
they remove.  
I’m sure this guy  
was getting paid per like incidence of tree 
stuff.  
I: Oh really?  
 
T: So I woke up,  
like 9:30,  
this noise outside my house,  
I was like, what the f*** is that? [surprise] 
These dudes were  
just ripping out my passionate fruit.  
I was like, what are you doing?  
‘Oh, this passion fruit, it’s strangling the tree’.  
I was like, ‘F***ing, no way it’s strangling the 
tree, dude’.  
 
(Taylor, Chippendale resident, Int. 24)
	
However, more so than merely human practices being brought to the fore in resident 
accounts, through human gardening practices other-than-human entities were experienced 
as active agents of and in inner urban life. In particular, other-than-human entities were 
experienced as intra-relating with other vital matter [including humans] to create better soil. 
Mobbs’ story of the council workers who noticed the number of worms when they removed 
mulch put down by residents (discussed in Part I of this chapter) is an example of the doings 
of Chippendale’s other-than-human residents that contribute to this biological urban 
regeneration. 
For example, three or four, five months ago,  
all the mulch we had here –  
… 
It was raked off.  
And of course there were millions of worms  
just below the mulch.  
… 
And while he [the council worker] was talking to the guy [another resident],  
he said, gee there are a lot of worms here.  
And he [the resident] said, yeah, that’s because of the mulch.  
Anyway. 
 
(Mobbs, walking tour Chippendale, Int. 5, June 2015) 
The gardening practices of Chippendale residents are examples of what Puig de la Bellacasa 
(2017) refers to as a permaculture ethics enacted through practices that are alterbiopolitical 
interventions in that they ‘confront biopowers by creating different forces of world-making 
relationalities’ that cultivate ‘power-with’ and ‘power-from-within’ rather than ‘power over’ 
(Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 165, citing Starhawk 1987, 2002).  
Yet it was not only ‘hands in dirt’ that facilitated alterbiopolitical intra-actions between 
humans and more-than-human worlds. The other-than-human residents of Chippendale 
were experienced by human residents as making the most of existing conditions.  
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Taylor (Int. 24) discussed how he focuses on planting herbs, chillies and non-edible plants 
because of the rats that also dwell in Chippendale. Meanwhile, Lisa noted fungi taking 
advantage of what were perceived to be ‘poorly maintained’ garden beds: 
 
Oh, so up against the university,  
I take my son up to childcare  
and there’s a huge blank wall  
and it has like a little garden bed on the 
side of it,  
… 
And they’re really,  
the garden beds are really poorly 
maintained,  
but these mushrooms are growing out of 
control [Figure 42].   
Look.   
They’re mushrooms,  
there’s millions of them.   
Yeah.   
 
Figure 42. 'Mushrooms of Darlington', 
Resident photo by Lisa. 
There’s actually like,  
look at that,  
have you ever seen a mushroom like that? 
[referring to Figure 43] 
 
(Lisa, Chippendale resident, Int. 34) 
 
Figure 43. ‘Mushrooms of Darlington 2’, 
Resident photo by Lisa. 
	
Lisa’s Instagram posts (Figure 42, Figure 43) were one way in which the usually unnoticed 
planty and fungi mattering of Chippendale and its surrounds were purposely acknowledged 
for their contribution to the place; a contribution that was broadcast beyond the fungi’s 
physical presence via the online social media sharing platform.  
The fungi are an example of the ways Chippendale’s human residents’ recognised that 
Chippendale’s other-than-human vital matter (residents and visitors) do not always or 
necessarily perform in line with human expectations. For some residents, these other-than-
humans prompted further practices of care and maintenance as nonhuman struggle was 
played out. Also, these other than humans re-oriented and challenged the temporalities of 
gardening as something that can or need only be done when human residents feel like it. 
Squashing aphids, for instance, must become part of daily practices if it is to keep them in 
check and the plant lively and progressing up and across a building’s brick wall (Figure 44 
and extract below).  
 
Figure 44. Aphids/jasmine, Resident photo by Taylor. 
T: They were just aphids.  
I spend a fair amount of my wait for the 
coffee  
either training it across the wire  
or killing the aphids  
that grow on the end of it,  
or attack the end of it.  
I: How do you go about getting rid of them? 
T: Just squash them.  
I figure if I just keep squashing them for 
long enough. 
  
(Taylor, Chippendale resident, Int. 24)  
	
Meanwhile, Julia must wake earlier to beat an opportunistic bird from eating her 
strawberries in a place she shares with, and that is informed by, the presence of the bird 
(Figure 45 and extract below).  
 
 
Figure 45. 'My little vegie garden', Resident photo by Julia. 
That’s my little vegie garden,  
I grew strawberries.  
That’s the first time I grew strawberries  
and I was very, very proud of them. [She 
says this with delight and pride in her voice] 
I: They look pretty big.  
J: They were pretty good.  
They were very yummy.  
The only problem I had  
was that I had to wake up quite early in the 
morning  
to get them before the birds.  
Because there’s this one particular bird  
that I had to compete with  
every single morning;  
he would stop on the rails  
on the apartment across  
and he’d be doing all these funny things 
with his wings and eyes  
trying to come down [laughs].  
  
(Julia, Chippendale resident, Int. 25) 
 
Still, not all residents were ‘drawn to’ (Povinelli 2011, 28, cited in Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 
157) these immanent relationalities. Other residents noted they stopped using the compost 
bins when they become too full, rather than, for example, shifting composting waste to 
larger bins. And for other human residents or visitors, the presence of plants did not always 
necessarily lead to practices of care (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 198; Ginn 2014). Lisa, for 
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instance, noted the apparently fine line between the activity and affectivity of plants (as vital 
matter) on human residents and the human ability to (dis)engage from this other-than-
human vitality in caring ways:  
Like I really can’t imagine  
why someone would be opposed to community gardening.   
Like, why?   
It’s just, like I literally can’t think  
of a kind of devil’s advocate kind of reason  
of why you’d be opposed to it.   
I mean maybe the compost bins,  
because they stink. 
Okay,  
but like, why you wouldn’t want plants on the footpath,  
when like literally,  
if you don’t want to be involved  
you don’t have to be.   
You just walk straight past them.   
It’s no big deal. 
 
(Lisa, Chippendale resident, Int. 34) 
 
Although they did not always prompt practices of care for nonhuman entities by humans, 
therefore, there were examples where residents did re-engage with the more-than-human 
becomings-with of Chippendale as a place always already in the making. Alongside 
competing human (social) expectations about the roles these vital matter should play, other-
than-human matterings and the more-than-human assemblages they are part of 
nonetheless ‘disrupted’ (Power 2009, 48) human place experience. These other-than-human 
practices kept human place experience vibrant as a socio-material and temporally divergent 
place was acknowledged as made through more-than-human intra-relating. These 
disruptions and the vitality of the other-than-human entities that contribute to these 
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disruptions were recognised by humans through affective encounters or responsive 
orientations defined through practices of care, physical connection and experiences of 
distance. Through these encounters, the mobilities of nonhumans through the urban spaces 
of Chippendale (horizontal, vertical and seemingly haphazard) were recognised as both 
independent of maintenance and containment practices but also as entangled within these 
practices and their daily or seasonal temporalities. Composting, for instance, and the very 
active and intentional process of making soil is initially sped up by Chippendale’s active 
gardeners as they mix chicken manure with compost, plants and mulch to create street 
gardens. Once planted, plants and trees, birds, bees and rats become the other-than-human 
residents that Chippendale’s human residents engage with in practices of care (including 
respectfully maintaining distance) to assist with the longer-term human-led project of soil 
regeneration, street cooling and food production.  
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Part III.  
Discussion: Chippendale, the vision and experience of (making) a 
‘better’, more ‘sustainable’ place  
In his vision for a Sustainable Chippendale, Mobbs outlines a plan to redistribute and refocus 
urban governance toward bottom-up practices and infrastructural change that aligns with a 
narrative of climate emergency and of the regeneration of Earth in the city. With its 
industrial heritage, contaminated soils, ageing and largely ecologically insensitive urban 
infrastructure, significant pedestrian and vehicular traffic and air pollution (Irga, Burchett, 
and Torpy 2015), Chippendale is a challenging environment in which to attempt this 
regeneration. The Plan was (initially at least) aimed at residents and local government – the 
people and governing body apparently most connected to or invested in Chippendale – to 
lead with policies and infrastructural initiatives that reposition nature’s contribution to 
socio-ecological system functioning and that improve human health and wellbeing 
outcomes. The narrative of The Plan, which Mobbs reiterated as he took visitors through his 
house or the street gardens of Chippendale, weaves between promoting an ecocentric 
transformation grounded in reciprocity and the inherent value of nature for all life and 
biological systems in the city to arguments that appeal to a productionist and progressive 
narrative (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017) that values and supports plant and animal life in the city 
for the work it does for humans. Importantly, The Plan as an ecologically responsive design 
intervention invites and encourages residents to engage in ongoing processes and practices 
of intra-action with soil, plants and animals (among other vital matter) in the city. 
Sustainable Chippendale is ideally about transformation from within – within the 
neighbourhood scale, within existing social, cultural, economic and political governance 
systems.22 Yet it also promotes exposing the socio-ecological shortsightedness of these 
                                                             
22 This includes the presence of the production and work of Mobbs as the go-to sustainability coach and 
consultant, attempting to change cities while make a living within a neoliberal and capitalist system. However, he 
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systems and therefore promotes do-it-yourself responses in the name of sustainable urban 
dwelling and futures in neoliberal and uncaring worlds.   
These normative narratives of climate emergency, (largely) human survival and the need for 
self-sufficiency in place of excessive and established resource consumption were reiterated 
by some of the Chippendale residents in this study as they noted the urgent need for 
humans to radically redefine their interactions with urban places. Residents did, therefore, 
engage with the Sustainable Chippendale vision through doings practiced in part because of 
the design’s normative narrative. Residents were drawn to the prioritisation of human 
community and the connections between human residents that the initiative encourages. 
However, the residents who took part in this study equally, if not primarily, engaged with 
the vision of a ‘better’ or ‘nicer’ Chippendale through their practices – of gardening, foraging 
for herbs, walking and talking – that enabled the affectivities of vital matter and nonhuman 
species to bear on their everyday experiences of place. Gardening and walking were 
experienced as enlivening, therapeutic, educational and a contrast to the sense of enclosure 
some experienced living in the (relatively) small apartments and houses in Chippendale. This 
experience of dwelling aligns with the Sustainable Chippendale design intent to reorient 
human and other-than-human dwelling toward different practices to the wasteful and 
overly consumptive practices of the past – whether it be changing human practices (waste 
disposal/composting), human infrastructural systems (e.g. water and leaky drains, 
(dis)connected electricity), or local government greening policies and practices. 
Overwhelmingly, the narrative of a Sustainable Chippendale is linear and forward-looking: 
from unsustainable industrial heritage to sustainable self-sufficient living. Yet the design 
intervention puts in place particular forms of participatory practices that lead to 
                                                             
did at one stage during the research advertise that the proceeds of his house tours go into purchasing plants for 
the street gardens.   
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unpredictable more-than-human intra-actions, and more significantly, a responsiveness of 
humans to the existence of a more-than-human urban place.  
Gardening practices in particular grounded this human place(making) in different material 
and temporal trajectories. Chippendale’s soil is one vital nonhuman community member 
(and community in its own right) that was enlivened as a vital material legacy, which 
Chippendale’s urban dwellers (human and nonhuman) and their urban dwelling practices 
needed to negotiate. Council plans and policies firmly categorise Chippendale’s soil. The 
Chippendale Precinct Plan for Street trees says of the ‘geological and soil conditions’: ‘The 
major geology of the area consists of fill and has reclaimed soil types originally derived from 
shale clay soils’ (City of Sydney 2011, pt. C13). This categorisation, amongst other council 
policies relating to street trees, firmly bounds and defines this soil type and therefore the 
types of trees that might be planted. The activities of Chippendale’s residents, however, 
attempted to change the soil by re-engaging with it as vital matter or, as Puig de la Bellacasa 
might say, soil as living (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017). Initially, the soil was uncovered, brought 
back into contact with air, water and people from its burial under concrete and brought back 
into play as an active, although sometimes neglected, element of Chippendale. This 
exhumation was enacted and experienced as one part of a trajectory of change. The soil was 
further enlivened with chicken fertiliser, mulch, compost teas and the introduction of 
different plants. In this view, the soil, not just the trees that grow within it, was experienced 
in responsive ways as vital matter intra-acting within soil-plant-people-worm assemblages.  
In engaging with a design vision that draws on socio-ecological and relational systems 
thinking, this design intervention opened spaces for Chippendale’s residents to be 
responsive and become-with the vital materiality of urban realms and the ongoing material 
and temporal reconfiguring of Chippendale as a place always and already in the making in 
societal, infrastructural and ecological ways. The vision of a Sustainable Chippendale, 
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however, still contains its other-than-human residents to an extent. For instance, water was 
referred to as staying ‘here’ in contrast to its removal through the city’s pipes and sewers. 
Despite this, through their practices residents encountered planty mattering that indicated 
not all plants and animals are suited to Chippendale’s soils or a pocket-sized patch of garden 
bed. Human residents were also affected by the disruptive and surprising ways 
Chippendale’s nonhuman residents intervened in and shaped their place experience; the 
ways plants and animals (often pests) made their way through the streets, helping and 
disrupting the efforts of the gardeners.  
Chippendale resident experiences of place therefore emphasise the tensions and challenges 
of entanglement that are enacted through urban dwelling and the potential for responsive 
orientations to other-than-human urban vitality. And while the affective and physical 
presences of street trees and plants might be hard to ignore, experiences of gardening and 
gardens in Chippendale suggest opportunities to bring other-than-human vitality beyond 
just trees more purposively into human place experience and to redirect people toward 
more ecologically responsive urban dwelling practices.  
Conclusion 
Chippendale resident experiences with place suggest the influential role of the meta-
narrative or vision of what a Sustainable Chippendale might be. But they also suggest the 
interplay with the ‘how’ of ecologically-oriented urban dwelling through everyday practices. 
In the Sustainable Chippendale Plan some of these practices are mapped out for residents to 
follow. Yet they become transformative (in terms of drawing in Chippendale’s residents and 
opening places of more-than-human entanglement) as these practices are enacted through 
intra-actions with the more-than-human vitality of this particular place. This chapter has 
argued that while the normative framings and design of Chippendale as a ‘sustainable’ place 
have influenced resident experiences there, it is the doings of gardening, walking, and the 
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provisioning of food that have most clearly brought the more-than-human vitality of 
Chippendale and Sydney’s streets to bear on its human resident experiences. This aligns with 
the work of feminist and more-than-human scholars who argue for an ecological ethics 
grounded in relational webs of more-than-human entanglement (see Chapter two) and 
specifically in Puig de la Bellacasa’s (2017) grounding of ethics in practices of care, although I 
use the more particular term ecological responsiveness. However, the experiences of 
Chippendale residents also emphasise that open-ended and relational webs of practiced 
entanglement do not always align. The entanglements of more-than-human agencies 
continue to challenge human doings of care and responsiveness – as composting is stopped, 
for instance, because the bin becomes full. They therefore also challenge the narratives of 
ecological transformation and design interventions that pursue ‘sustainability’. In the 
following chapter I move outwards from the specificities of place to look across the two 
cases explored in this thesis to consider the potential of these design interventions for more 
ecologically oriented urban dwelling and city-design/development.  
 
 
 
  
	
 
 
 Chapter 7. Discussion  
 
The affective becomings-with of place for ecologically 
responsive urban realms 
 
‘Building, then, is a process that is continually going on, for as long as people dwell in an 
environment. It does not begin here, with a pre-formed plan, and end there, with a finished 
artifact. The ‘final form’ is but a fleeting moment in the life of any feature, when it is matched to 
a human purpose, likewise cut out from the flow of intentional activity.’ (Ingold 1995, 78)   
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Introduction 
This thesis has studied the more-than-human entanglements of place in sustainable 
residential design projects (broadly conceived). As discussed in Chapter two, the hope for 
place for socio-ecological change in ‘western’ thinking is underpinned by perceptions and 
practices that frame relations between ‘humans’ and (urban) environments in linear and 
dualistic terms (Kaika 2012). This framing in turn defines the challenge of reconfiguring 
human-environment relations in particular ways. In the context of the hope in ‘place’ for 
socio-ecological change, at least two suppositions are potentially problematic. One of these 
is the potential for divergent pathways between human designs for place and human lived 
experiences of everyday urban dwelling (Carter 2009). Put another way, this is the challenge 
of transposing designed visions onto everyday human lived experiences. The second is the 
potential for discordant pathways between human-place connections and ecologically 
responsive people (Cameron 2001; Cameron 2003a) and cities. This thesis departed from 
these suppositions and their tensions to explore the socio-ecological potential of 
place(making) for socio-ecological change.  
So far, this discussion of place has responded to the first research question posed by 
considering and arguing for the potential of thinking and exploring ‘place’ through post-
phenomenological ideas and more-than human thinking (Chapter two). In response to the 
second research question, Chapter four looked into the role of place in ecological design, 
particularly in the Australian context. Chapters five and six examined the first two research 
questions empirically, discussing two examples of ecologically sustainable design-
development projects as places designed to intervene in urbanisation processes and 
encourage more ecologically sustainable urban dwelling in Australian cities. In the context of 
these sustainable residential design projects, this chapter explores the tensions bound up 
with (the hope in) place in more depth. In doing so, it moves to more directly consider the 
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third research question to which this thesis seeks to respond; that is, what do the more-
than-human entanglements of place suggest about bringing ecological responsiveness into 
play in Australian cities? 
In an effort to de-tangle the tensions discussed above, the discussion that follows centres 
around three points through which ‘place’, urban residential design and urban dwelling 
converge. The first is the role of human designs for place for socio-ecological change23; that 
is the design of place as it has been envisaged through design-development narratives and 
material constructions of urban residential places in the making. I revisit the previous three 
chapters to draw out the junctures and disjunctures – and the points in between – between 
the narratives of and for place as designed (see Chapters four, five and six) and the 
experiences of human residents in the two case study sites (see Chapters five and six). The 
second juncture explored in this chapter focuses on the human-nonhuman entanglements 
of place experience as they emerged through the more-than-human material and temporal 
intra-relations of everyday urban dwelling. Adding to a growing body of literature, these 
lived entanglements emphasise human place experience as more-than-human and always in 
the making, always becoming (Ingold 1995; Ingold 2011) and always becoming-with 
(Haraway 2008).  
Finally, the discussion attends to the messy and fraught question of the role of place in 
encouraging people and cities to shift toward ecological responsiveness. In Chapter two of 
this thesis I proposed that we think of ecological responsiveness as ‘a dynamic and enacted 
yet enmeshed ethic that actively acknowledges the intra-relationships in which ‘humans’ (as 
vital matter themselves) are always engaged in becomings-with more-than-human entities’ 
in more-than-human worlds (Robertson 2018, 6). In the last part of this chapter, I dwell on 
                                                             
23 I refer to designs for place here as there are specific designs intended to change urban built environments to 
encourage particular forms of urban dwelling and socio-ecological intra-action.  
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the possibilities and implications of this potential shifting through place for cities and for 
humans dwelling in urban areas. 
The role of narratives of and designs for place for ecologically 
responsive urban dwelling 
Placemaking and design literature has shown how influential built environments can be on 
human health and wellbeing (Jacobs & Malpas, 2013; Seamon, 2013; Wood et al., 2010). 
Other studies have highlighted the importance of trees and greenery for human health and 
wellbeing (Hartig et al. 2014; Maller et al. 2009). The discussion in the previous chapters 
emphasises the influential role of place as a foundation through which dwelling, design and 
urbanisation are enacted and the influence of different placial narratives in creating human 
resident place experiences. Although there is no clear distinction between place as 
foundation and designed narratives of and for place, not the least because the former is not 
a static pre-given, the dialectic is useful here to consider more closely the role of narratives 
of and for place and their role in encouraging ecologically responsive urban dwelling. In an 
effort to do this, I will first revisit the findings and contributions of the empirical work in this 
thesis to further draw out the role of narratives and design.  
In Chapter four I argued that designers and developers design ecological sustainable design 
projects to create cohesive human communities to facilitate healthy, caring and more 
ecologically-oriented built urban environments and, in some cases, people. I showed that 
these environments are designed to bring greenery – particularly, but not only, plants – back 
into urban realms primarily for human health, although this extends to nonhuman animals 
as well. Built environments are designed to respond and work with the abiotic elements of 
place. This is often framed through the language of passive or solar design. I discussed 
literature that categorises tiers of ecologically-oriented design, from the technological focus 
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of ‘green’ design, through what is seen as the ecologically neutral idea of sustainable design, 
to regenerative design that aims to contribute positively to the biosphere and its human and 
nonhuman inhabitants (Cole 2012b). The literature of regenerative design (Cole 2012a; du 
Plessis 2012) argues that place is a vital part of designing and developing regenerative 
environments. I argued that ‘place’ as intra-relations within an instable region or area that 
are both generative and defining of [human] identity is important even for what Cole 
(2012b) identifies as merely ‘sustainable’ design projects and that it is helpful to consider 
these and regenerative projects as place-responsive interventions in the city. However, the 
ecological responsiveness of these projects as designed has the potential to be tempered by 
framings of design, ‘sustainable design’ and the particular stories of ‘place’ the design-
developers tell through their placemaking. 
Empirical research in the two case studies discussed in Chapters five and six supported the 
significant role of these designed narratives of place, yet these cases also indicated the 
porosity of these narratives and, therefore, the continual coming together of place. Chapter 
five focused on the design and lived experience of The Commons by some of its human 
residents. This chapter emphasised the architect’s and the residents’ commitment to initially 
quite prescriptive and top-down design interventions to inform and enable ecologically 
responsive dwelling and urbanisation. At The Commons, sustainable urbanisation and 
dwelling was grounded in narratives about the urgent need to respond to climate and social 
justice emergencies of excessive resource consumption, carbon pollution and the need to 
design more affordable and liveable housing in Melbourne. The Commons as a place, 
specifically its narrative of place, was defined by these projections about a crisis of liveability 
and the area’s socio-material industrial heritage and settler colonial past (see Porter 2018 
for a discussion of settler-colonialism in Australian cities). The design emphasised the 
‘natural’ or working materiality of the building and the role of these materials, such as 
concrete and timber to expanses of glass and exposed service pipes, to create points of 
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connection between human ideas of home, shelter and comfort and the services or work of 
nature in supporting human life.  
In Chippendale (Chapter six), a similar narrative drove the design of a plan to make the 
suburb more sustainable through the materialities of urban greening but also passive design 
and renewable technologies. Here too, a narrative of climate emergency and the 
minimisation of resource use (water and carbon) and waste underpinned the design intent 
as advocated in The Chippendale Sustainable Streets and Community Plan. In an 
environment significantly affected by the area’s colonial and industrial past, The Plan’s 
placial narrative of a Sustainable Chippendale promotes an ecosystem services view of 
nature and its many benefits for humans. However, the emphasis on grounding resident and 
visitor practices in engagements with plants and other nonhuman vital matter, such as soil, 
plants, water and animals, opened trajectories for human experiences to be more reflexively 
defined through more-than-human intra-action. These potentialities for more responsive 
human-nonhuman relations were also evident in gardening, street greening and bee-
keeping practices at The Commons.  
Both these projects are initiatives that aim to encourage and bring about more socially and 
ecologically sustainable urban human dwelling (in the sense that this dwelling can be 
sustained without negatively impacting Earth’s ecological functions; or at least without 
significantly limiting these impacts). Both are examples of ecologically-oriented design or, to 
modify Childers and colleagues’ (2015, 3775) definition, a conscious effort to create some 
sort of direction in human and sometimes some nonhuman activity. Both have well-known 
leaders – although there are a host of others involved in shaping and driving these initiatives 
– who have firm visions of what urban dwelling should look like and the infrastructure and 
governance processes that can facilitate this. Both projects prioritise the materiality and 
practice-oriented nature of place. There are, therefore, many similarities between these 
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cases. However, the intent of this thesis has not been to compare these cases as like-for-like 
projects. The design intentions for The Commons and Sustainable Chippendale as place-
responsive interventions in the city are different. One privileges architectural design to 
envision and facilitate change for people, while the other draws on professional expertise 
but prioritises bottom-up community action and strong local networks. One is about new 
urban development, the other about retrofitting suburbs. Both projects are attentive to 
place narratives and they position human connection to place as vital for change. However, 
through their materialities and temporalities, the designs frame both these places and their 
place(making) differently.  
The case studies clearly bring the role of more-than-human matter (and its mattering) on 
place experience to the fore, a point I will return to discuss in more detail in the following 
section. Yet resident experiences were very much informed by the metanarratives or 
discourses of sustainable urban residential design and dwelling and of ‘place’ as designed in 
particular socio-material and temporal ways. The metanarratives or discourses I am referring 
to here are ‘not what is said…[but that] which constrains and enables what can be said’ 
(Barad 2007, 146). As Barad writes: 
‘Discourse is not a synonym for language. Discourse does not refer to linguistic or signifying 
systems, grammars, speech acts, or conversations… Discourse is not what is said; it is that which 
constrains and enables what can be said. Discursive practices define what counts as meaningful 
statements. Statements are not the mere utterances of the originating consciousness of a 
unified subject; rather, statements and subjects emerge from a field of possibilities.’ (Barad 
2007, 146–47) 
The architectural and physical designs of The Commons and a more sustainable Chippendale 
could therefore be said to be working within discourses of ‘Commoners’ or ‘The Commons’ 
and of a ‘Sustainable Chippendale’ and I refer to these discourses hereafter. The narratives 
of sustainable urbanisation and dwelling that these designs on and for place promote are 
narratives of what the project leaders believe Australian urban residential design, 
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development, infrastructure and dwelling should and could look like on a broader scale. 
Each also fits into and pushes the boundaries of broader discourses of more sustainable 
urbanisation and dwelling in the context of rising urban populations, rising residential pricing 
and the flailing Australian dream of home ownership, over consumption and the temporal 
frame of an existing and worsening climate crisis. In these contexts, these designs are 
interventions that seek to change cities; or at least they seek to intervene in urbanisation 
processes of residential design-development and provision beyond just these two projects.  
At The Commons and in Chippendale, framings of ‘sustainability’ advanced by the designs 
persisted amongst the human residents there who reiterated the role of The Commons and 
Sustainable Chippendale as examples of how to achieve ‘better’ urban dwelling in social and 
ecological ways. These projects were experienced as encouraging social cohesion and 
supportive human communities. They were experienced as encouraging active and less 
carbon intensive modes of transport such as walking and cycling. They were experienced as 
encouraging smaller-scale methods of food provision and disposal, whether it was shopping 
locally, growing fruits or vegetables in gardens or on streets, or seeing food waste as food 
and nutrients for worms and plants. In both cases, the presence of these metanarratives was 
therefore imbued into place narratives through everyday practices and their associated 
norms (and/or meanings (Moloney and Strengers 2014)) of ecologically responsive urban 
dwelling and urbanisation.  
These narratives also informed resident experiences of place at once more generally than 
the ecological frame they positioned themselves within (e.g. as Commoners or as 
Sustainable Chippendale) and much more specifically in that they identified The Commons 
and Chippendale in finer-grained ways. One way this was achieved by the designs was 
through the trickling of these narratives from design to lived experience through different 
urban materialities. The project leaders used matter in specific ways to promote their vision. 
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In Chippendale the role of visual markers of the design intent such as the information signs 
on raised garden beds or the compost bins, informed resident engagements with 
Sustainable Chippendale as a way to dwell more ‘sustainably’. Existing urban infrastructure 
was also physically disrupted with brightly painted raised garden beds, cutouts in pavements 
and plants that were trained up and along walls and fences. At The Commons, recycled 
timbers and brick, exposed concrete and glazing were drawn into the materiality of the 
design to tell a story of place and of urban renewal that acknowledged the (at least recent) 
past and sought to connect human Commoners with the ongoing reconfiguring of the 
nonhuman world.  
These narratives were and are, therefore, inclusive of a vital nonhuman world and the work 
or mattering it does to support human (and nonhuman) life in cities. Yet these narratives 
were and are also exclusionary. The designs for revitalised and more sustainable urban 
places departed from a place landscape that has been historically (and in ways continues to 
be) defined by a rupture and erasure of placial narratives (Jackson, Porter, and Johnson 
2017; Porter 2017) in order that ‘new’ places can be made. In particular, these designed 
narratives of place emerged and departed from particularly anti-ecological narratives of 
place(making) grounded in  settler-colonial views (Porter 2018); views that were brought 
from experiences of place geographically elsewhere (i.e. England). These settler-colonial 
narratives continue to contribute to defining what place should be today, including through 
material urban forms that have physically embedded these historical narratives. For 
example, Chippendale’s planned streets and the bringing of industry to both cases saw a 
shifting of European place identities onto a landscape that was deemed to lack place (and 
people) by Sydney’s white European settlers (Flannery 1994). The narratives of a Sustainable 
Chippendale and The Commons are indeed much more complex than this departure point. 
In Chippendale, for instance, pre-settler-colonial stories of place have been brought in 
through guidance in The Plan about the important role of native and Indigenous plants. Yet 
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the attempts to re-engage with these elements of place and Indigenous Australian 
narratives appear to remain partial re-tellings and re-introductions.  
More generally, these placial narratives emphasise the return of humans through place to 
the elemental, to the vital materiality of urban realms, to ‘nature’. There remains a paradox 
in this hope in place, however. As in both visions for sustainable urbanisation at the 
residential scale, the temporalities of place are framed in particular ways. There is a 
relatively linear and progressive narrative trajectory of change that drives practices of 
dwelling away from an unsustainable past toward something ‘better’. Present in these 
projects is also a narrative about the need to repair human dwelling on Earth through 
reconnections with ‘nature’ (in Chippendale) and with climate systems (at The Commons). 
These narratives therefore hold place and the role of humans as stewards of the nonhuman 
world. In doing so, they can simultaneously exclude not only those humans who are framed 
as not ‘caring’ or the significance of Indigenous histories of place, but also the relational 
entanglement of human-nonhuman engagements and the ways these have and continue to 
dynamically define human dwelling. 
Despite this, resident experiences suggest that through practices of place(making), 
opportunities for an ecologically responsive dwelling were fostered in each case. In 
particular, for both Commoners and Chippendale residents, it was at the junctures of 
‘enchantment’ (Cloke and Jones 2003), awe, and ‘rupture’ (Power 2009) and along the 
temporal trajectories of human and nonhuman routines, that the boundaries of human 
resident place experiences were unsettled. These more-than-human engagements could be 
said to make place through entangled trajectories or more-than-human becomings-with. 
Resident experiences of place suggest these moments of more-than-human becoming-with 
emerge from surprising (Bastian 2009) and disrupting (Power 2005; Kaika 2004) encounters 
that can encourage responsiveness, whether it be connection, care (Puig de la Bellacasa 
Explorations with place for ecologically-responsive urban dwelling | Robertson 	
 
 
2017) and/or detachment (Ginn 2014). Human resident lived experiences in both places, 
therefore, suggest the knotted thrown-togetherness of place as a becoming-with of more-
than-human worlds (Massey 2005; Ingold 2011) that throws open the holding and 
reiteration of placial narratives. Before I discuss the still tricky question of how ecological 
responsiveness might be brought into play through place-responsive design, I will turn to 
explore the vital material and temporal entanglements that open these potentialities of 
place for more ecologically responsive urban dwelling.  
The potential of material and temporal becomings-with place 
Instead ‘of speaking for or even with plants, we may instead need to ask what we have been 
permitted to hear and what we have been permitted to share.’ (Head et al. 2014, 867)  
There is a significant and growing body of research that brings into focus the vitality of 
more-than-human worlds (e.g. Bennett 2009; Houston et al. 2017; Head et al. 2014; Cloke 
and Jones 2003; Hinchliffe and Whatmore 2006; Power 2005; Ginn 2014). This thesis has 
explored the role of design intentions in cultivating urban residential places that are 
responsive to this relational agency. Place in this view remains a basis for experience, and 
not merely human experience. As such, experiences with place remain in one sense attached 
to the specificities of more-than-human intra-action, to specific contexts, to specific intra-
relating corporeal bodies and their becoming-with relating things (in Bennett’s (2009) 
sense). Dwelling through the placial narratives of a Sustainable Chippendale and as 
Commoners was experienced as in part identifying (or contributing to the making of a place 
identity for) the human residents who took part in this research. However, through practices 
and through human-nonhuman affectivities this dwelling was also experienced as extending 
beyond these narratives and beyond the container of a bounded and separate human or 
self. Put more simply, through vital more-than-human material and temporal 
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entanglements, place was experienced by the human residents in this study as dynamic and 
more-than-human.  
This research has identified The Commons as a place of urban dwelling designed to 
celebrate the dynamism and enlist the work of nonhuman matter and ‘nature’ to facilitate 
less impactful human coexistence with nature. Residents reiterated this narrative of place as 
designed in their experiences and appreciation of a particular design aesthetic, emphasising 
place experiences that were entangled with the raw, ‘gritty’ and quirky socio-materiality of 
Brunswick and the changing urban form of Melbourne. Place experiences as informed by 
and through this design aesthetic were expressed in resident accounts of their engagements 
with different material and temporal assemblages, from plants, soil and wind to the plays of 
light through their apartments. In this sense, their experiences suggest that the design has 
facilitated and encouraged human-nature connections and more responsive engagements in 
these moments of encounter. These affective encounters were designed in to an extent – 
for example, the use of timber floor boards of different sizes, species and stories, and 
expanses of glazing that directed human gazes to the plays of light outside and inside and 
that encouraged light to enter at particular times. However, resident experiences also 
emphasised the unanticipated disturbances and involvement of vital matter in their place 
experiences that went beyond the design (to different degrees) and its placemaking 
narrative to interrupt human material and temporal accounts of life within the biosphere. 
Timber floorboards, for example, that squeaked because they were intentionally not glued 
down during construction and can therefore move. Another example of this disruption was 
the more-than-human negotiation and collaboration (both between humans and 
nonhumans, and that recognised by humans as enacted between nonhumans) called forth 
by plant-soil-planter box-human resident assemblages in the challenging growing 
circumstances of the balcony.  
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In Chippendale a key emphasis of the design was to encourage human residents to dwell 
more actively with ecological notions of place by encouraging them to notice and work more 
closely and physically with soil and plants. The intention was and is to remake a more 
Sustainable Chippendale by orienting human hands and eyes to the ecological systems and 
processes that make Chippendale underneath its concrete wrapping. As noted in Chapter 
six, this design intent has been followed through by some of Chippendale’s human residents 
through their activities as they attempt to change the soil by re-engaging it as vital matter. 
The soil has been uncovered, brought back into contact with air, water and people from its 
burial under concrete and brought back into play with plants, air, birds and pollinators as an 
active element of Chippendale. Resident experiences in Chippendale suggest it was through 
this practiced place(making) that the soil, not just the trees that grow within it, was 
acknowledged as vital matter intra-acting within soil-plant-people-worm assemblages, and 
that the contribution of this vital matter was acknowledged.  
At both case studies, human residents continually reiterated their surprise, awe and wonder 
as human routines encountered more-than-human trajectories. For example, when birds 
were experienced as competing with human residents for fruit, when bees were 
encountered buzzing in trees many blocks from their hives, or when worms were witnessed 
wriggling (further into the darkness of soil) when their roof of bark was dug up. As Puig de la 
Bellacasa (2017) might speculate, it was through their doings with this soil-plant mattering 
that these human residents shifted their practices, their understandings and the vital 
materiality of Chippendale’s street infrastructure toward ecological responsiveness. In 
particular, as vital matter, Chippendale’s nonhuman biotic and abiotic residents called out, 
made demands on and enrolled Chippendale’s human residents in engaging, sometimes 
surprising, and disrupting ways. 
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Engagements with the vitality of the materials used to make both The Commons and 
Chippendale sustainable were experienced with awe, wonder and delight by human 
residents. Residents were enthralled by the often unanticipated movement of trees and 
plants; when human residents realised that the trees or plants ‘are capable of 
transformative agency as places are reconstituted by their reproduction, spread and 
influence’ (Cloke and Jones 2003, 199, emphasis in original).24 These ruptures and ripples of 
place experience came through in large part in the affectivities of more-than-human 
encounters. Birds, bees and plants, as Power (2005, 47) has also argued, ‘captured people, 
thus ensuring they were cared for and could reproduce’. For instance, the architect of The 
Commons learned from the layout of the roof garden and designed the subsequent 
development, Nightingale 1, differently so plants would be better catered for. In the process 
The Commons’ plants have had a direct impact on their new neighbours. At both The 
Commons and in Chippendale, the reactions of plants encouraged human resident practices 
that might help to protect the plants from sun and wind. Wilting or burning called forth 
shade cloth, the movement of a pot or a watering roster. These surprising affective 
encounters were a part of all human resident accounts of place experience. They indicate 
that the vital materialities of these urban places were persistent in their presence and 
contribution to disrupting and reorienting human resident place experiences.  
I mentioned above that the designs of both The Commons and Sustainable Chippendale 
frame the temporalities of place in particular, sometimes limiting, ways. Through the 
materiality of its design, The Commons mobilised non-human rhythms or the temporalities 
of ‘nature time’ (Power 2009) to work with and for the building and its human inhabitants. 
Chapter five discussed how The Commons was designed according to passive design 
principles. It discussed how plants were enlisted or mobilised in this design approach for the 
                                                             
24 Cloke and Jones say this is not intentionality but a purposive agency on the part of the trees.  
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way their own temporal rhythms support human life and also the building’s life. The 
temporal rhythms of nonhuman matter at The Commons were in these ways primarily 
framed as working for human comfort and human life in a time of climate change.  
However, the design also entangled human and nonhuman temporalities and it was from 
this entanglement that human resident experienced a dynamic more-than-human place. As 
discussed in the context of The Commons, resident narratives of human-plant intra-relating 
were stories of plant agencies in practice, enacting their capacity for ‘response-ability’ 
(Haraway 2008); agencies were recognised as in constant flux through aligned and 
misaligned temporal trajectories. In both cases, human residents valued certain plants for 
what they provided, but also for their independence. Some residents were even enchanted 
(Cloke and Jones 2003) by this planty mattering. In these intra-actions, however, human 
residents came to realise that they cannot take the vitality and agency of the greenery as it 
carries on within more-than-human temporal trajectories for granted. As in the case of the 
Commons residents who always missed their strawberries fruiting, these residents 
acknowledged that their temporal rhythms can be very much out of kilter with the fruit and 
vegetables they care for and encourage to grow.  
In her account of Derrida’s writing, Dastur’s phenomenology of the event and Plumwood’s 
ecological ethics, Bastian (2009) suggests that a disposition that is open to the inevitability of 
this intra-action might help to disturb linear conceptions of time that dominate and devalue 
‘nature’s’ vitality. This reorienting of human affectivity is a similar move to the idea that 
through reconnections with place there is potential for change, particularly when place is 
conceived in human/meaning-centric terms. However, as Bastian (2009, 113) suggests in the 
context of Derrida’s ideas, ‘the paradox of agency … is that the creative act is never solely 
within the capacity of the rational agency. Instead it is always an interaction, a mutuality and 
the instigator is never the individual rational self, but is rather the intervention of an other.’ 
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The experiences of human residents in Chippendale and at The Commons emphasise that in 
more-than-human ideas of place as becoming-with more-than-human worlds, it is to more-
than-human intra-actions, rather than a focus on reorienting the human gaze, that we must 
look for levers of change.  
 
Place trajectories, practices and care for sustainable urban 
dwelling and urbanisation 
So far, this chapter has proposed two points that must be considered should ‘place’ be 
enlisted in reorienting people and cities toward ecological responsiveness. The first is that 
narratives of and for place(making) need to be acknowledged for the bounding work they do 
– for what they include and exclude and for what they leave unaddressed or unspoken. The 
second is the importance of vital matter (Bennett 2009; Coole and Frost 2010) and more-
than-human socio-material-temporal entanglements for expanding ideas and practices of 
place(making) and ecological design. The question, of how to shift people and cities between 
one state (connected with place) and another (greater ecological responsiveness), remains 
to be discussed; as does the role of design in enabling or facilitating this movement. As I 
have already noted, there is a risk with the idea that there are paths between place-
responsiveness and an ecological ethic that this movement is understood as potentially 
grounded in a problematic dichotomy that reiterates the privileged place of humans as 
acting on a passive environment and as making this environment better, or, in the current 
narrative and human experience, significantly more challenging. How can we, therefore, 
theorise the entangled vital material and temporal trajectories of place and think through 
place as we (human society, at least here in Australia) pursue (or work out how to pursue) 
more ecologically sustainable cities?  
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The first point to reiterate is that the design intentions for both case studies encourage 
residents (particularly human residents) and urban infrastructure to shift their or its dwelling 
from being on Earth to being in and with the world. Encouraging humans to be more 
normatively responsive to the impacts of human dwelling (including urbanisation processes) 
in these urban places is one important part of what these projects seek to achieve. But these 
efforts are not solely about changing human values. They are also about changing 
infrastructure and built environments to enable and encourage different human and 
nonhuman practices of and orientations to dwelling.25 While acknowledging the negative 
impacts of human activity on Earth and the biosphere in the Anthropocene, this thesis has 
worked through post-phenomenological and more-than-human theories in an effort to 
recognise human response-abilities but without premising these in human exceptionalism 
(see Chapter three) or human values.  
In her account of an ethic of careful practices, Puig de la Bellacasa pre-empts those who 
might argue for the primacy of values. Using permaculture as an example of a practiced-
based care, she states:  
‘permaculture ethical principles can indeed be read as ideas that practitioners become able of 
transforming into doings, I believe it is more accurate to say that it is the ongoing engagement 
with personal-collective doings that gradually transforms the way we feel, think, and engage, 
with principles and ideas. Ongoing doings thicken the meanings of the principles’ (Puig de la 
Bellacasa 2017, 146 emphasis added)  
This study suggests that the narratives of ecologically responsive urban dwelling, the 
physical manifestation of this in the material design of each place and the ongoing 
reconfiguring of more-than-human worlds through dwelling practices are tightly knitted 
together. Residents at each case study reiterated the vision and narratives of change 
                                                             
25 There is debate about whether nonhumans can engage in social practices (see Strengers and Maller 2018). I 
am not intending here to venture into this debate. Instead, I use the term ‘practices’ here to signify not the 
narrow sense of social practices as defined by scholars such as Shove (2010) or Reckwitz (2002) and their focus 
on humans, but to signify the vitality or doings of all things (see Bennett 2009).  
7. Discussion 
255 
 
promoted by the project leaders. Residents engaged in dwelling practices that worked 
within and outside these narratives. At the Commons, for instance, community was primarily 
experienced as being about shared environmental values that inform practices, although 
practices were in large part how these values manifested and how the project architects 
aimed to design in, and therefore manage, everyday dwelling. In Chippendale, practices of 
composting, planting and walking, for instance, were more clearly the common element of 
resident experiences of more-than-human placeworlds. What this research shows is that like 
humans and nonhumans, narratives or values and practices are not separate but entangled 
and need to be considered as such in any discussion of the levers that might, might not, or 
might partly/momentarily shift people (and perhaps cities) in one direction (e.g. more 
greatly engaged in place) or another (e.g. more ecologically-oriented urban dwelling).  
As I have noted, Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) draws on the ‘foodweb’ model of soil science 
and the ‘ethical doings’ of permaculture as examples of the potentially disruptive work of 
care to move toward more ethically-oriented dwelling. She argues for care not as grounded 
in or ‘granted by moral intention’, not merely as the recognition of an other-than-human 
entity but as focused on webs of ‘doings, obligations and asymmetrical reciprocities’ (Puig 
de la Bellacasa 2017, 165, 199). Her speculations about care are not intended to ‘translate 
care into acting … but to alter existing relations of taking care through alternative modes of 
affectivity’ and therefore promote greater acknowledgement of ‘how we are already 
ordinary everyday companions’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 199–200). Both The Commons 
and Chippendale resident experiences of and engagements with soil and plants are 
interesting cases of how these alternative modes of affectivity are experienced through 
place(making). As such, they enable further reflection on whether these modes of affectivity 
do encourage more responsive ecological engagements of companionship (Haraway 2008), 
kinship (Houston et al. 2017), co-becoming  (Bawaka Country et al. 2016) or becoming-with 
more-than-human urban realms. To discuss how these cases contribute to the question of 
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how humans and cities might be reconfigured along the messy journeys of place toward 
ecological responsiveness through residential design projects, I will now explore the 
enactments and possibilities for this broadly defined ethical intra-relating in the context of 
different types of relationships and their influence on place-responsive relational 
affectivities.  
Place for a care-full ecological responsiveness? 
This research adds to the work of Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) and others by arguing that the 
affective entanglements of place (which is necessarily place in the making and something 
experienced) can in part be shaped to encourage humans to wonder at and with the 
vitalities of more-than-human worlds, and that this can contribute to making more 
ecologically responsive urban realms. In terms of determining the role of place in bringing 
ecological responsiveness into play in Australian cities (research question three), the 
research emphasises that where the socio-material designs for place establish opportunities 
for affective experiences of awe and wonder – of delight, surprise, disgust, distance and 
curiosity – to play and extend through trajectories and entanglements of place(making), they 
can encourage movement through place toward more ecologically responsive urban places 
and people.  
In both case studies, practices of urban dwelling were vital to how this reconfiguring was 
articulated. Moreover, these practices were in both cases in part defined by the (envisioned 
and enacted) physical socio-temporal-material design for each place and by narrative 
discourses of sustainable dwelling and urbanisation. The Commons and Sustainable 
Chippendale, as material and discursive designs for place, shaped and suggested particular 
practices and even particular engagements with these particular more-than-human worlds. 
The designs did encourage engagement with the affectivities of vital nonhuman things, such 
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as light, sky, rain, soil, bees and plants. However, the experience of residents suggests that 
unexpected intra-actions or encounters of urban dwelling are vital to redefining human 
relationships with ‘nature’. Primarily, it is in the processes and practices of letting these 
encounters play out, rather than too tightly directing them, that ecological responsiveness, 
at least in humans, is rendered possible. In the sense that design helps to create 
opportunities for these affective encounters to occur, it plays a role in shifting people (and 
cities to an extent) along trajectories of place toward greater ecological responsiveness.  
One approach to explore how this shifting takes and, indeed, makes place is to consider the 
different types of connection or intra-relating discussed in literatures about socio-ecological 
change. Anthropologist Elizabeth Povinelli (in Turcot Difruscia 2010, 93–94) talks about 
‘being drawn to’ as a fragile form of relationality or immanent connectivity that is neither 
choice nor determination. She argues that people’s choices follow obligation where they 
choose to ‘enrich and intensify these connections’ (Povinelli 2011, cited in Puig de la 
Bellacasa 2017, 157). While choices may be made to draw nearer or away from something 
other as Povinelli argues, the experience of residents in Chippendale and at The Commons 
suggests a murkier picture of relational engagement. Hitchings (2003) talks of the enrolment 
and recommending work of plants into gardeners’ plans. Power (2005, 50) critiques this, 
saying:  
‘It is possible to argue, as Hitchings (2003) does, that gardeners are enrolled by the plants to 
provide them with care. But the mutual benefits arising from the relation suggests that it does 
not have to be either plant or human centred, or a position that oscillates between these. 
Rather, it might be described as a process of collaboration.’ 
The shifting of people and places that emerges in this research could also be understood as 
a move toward Mathews’s idea of letting things be. But as I have already discussed (see 
Chapter two), by this I do not mean to support an abstraction to a natural-cultural division of 
letting the nonhuman world grow old outside of human influence. Moreover, letting intra-
actions play out through their becomings-with may not be a viable option where rats and 
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birds (along with/in part because of human practices (Whatmore 2002)) facilitate the spread 
and persistence of diseases deadly to humans. And there remains the tension of letting-be 
with the entire raison d’etre of design (Mathews 1999; Seamon 2013).  
Residents in the two cases did care for plants and in doing so they engaged in practices of 
environmental stewardship. Plants, animals and building materials also enrolled people in 
practices of care and in part through these enrolments more-than-human collaboration 
emerged. The account of the Commoner who collaborated (or struggled) with the plant-soil-
climate-box assemblage to achieve positive outcomes for their own wellbeing, the plant and 
soil’s growth/happiness, and as an effort to bring plant life to a suburb with limited green 
spaces or greenery, is one example of the multiple relationships emerging through place to 
shift people and the materialities of cities toward ecological responsiveness. In this sense, 
human-nonhuman relationships are not one or the other but fluctuate as specific intra-
actions of place are enacted in dynamic, ongoing and more-than-human negotiations.  
Human engagements with soil in both case studies are illustrative of the way vital matter 
and more-than-human agencies intervene in everyday urban dwelling practices and 
therefore might be more purposively enlisted in designs for change. In both case studies, soil 
was brought back into the everyday practices of urban dwelling. At The Commons, 
Commoners struggled with soil held in planter boxes and needed to do a lot of work to care 
for the soil and the plants they tried to grow within it. In Chippendale, soil was unearthed 
and regenerated in-situ and this more clearly engaged Chippendale residents with the 
unecological practices and outcomes of past and present urbanisation processes. But more 
importantly, through their daily, weekly or sporadic practices of working with Chippendale’s 
soil, residents collaborated with worms, sun, plants, water, other animals and fungi in 
ecological processes of regeneration that spanned material and temporal boundaries. Their 
experiences were not limited to romanticised relationships with soil. The engagements of 
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Chippendale’s human residents with soil varied from disgust at finding a decaying rat, to 
wariness of toxic chemicals that dwell alongside worms and plant roots, to delight at the 
capacities of fungi and plants to grow in apparently uncared for places. What’s more, these 
practices and the affective encounters helped to embed more-than-human entanglements 
in the landscape of Chippendale. In this way the vital material assemblage of plant-soil-
water in a verge garden, for example, called forth an interest in its state later on.  
Instead of choosing one type of relationship to describe human relationships with more-
than-human worlds, e.g. letting be or caring for, perhaps a way to speak about the levers 
that have the potential to reorient humans and cities along place trajectories toward 
ecologically responsive urban dwelling is to speak of obligations. As Stengers argues (2013, 
190), obligations characterise the recognition of belonging, or we could say, of place. 
Stengers’ use of obligations emerges from a topological view of intra-action that retains the 
presence of boundaries, recognising their persistence and politics while disbanding any of 
their rigidity. In the context of the designs for change under discussion in this thesis, we 
could say that the human designs purposively and incidentally enroll the becomings-with of 
more-than-human intra-acting. And in these enrolments, Commoners and Chippendale 
residents were situated in obligatory more-than-human intra-actions that called forth 
ecological response-abilities, what I have termed ecological responsiveness.  
This research therefore supports Whatmore’s (2002) account of the emergence of 
ecologically responsive cities or ecologically-focused ethical praxis on the part of humans 
and their designs for place. Whatmore (2002, 159) writes that 
‘ethical praxis emerges in the performance of multiple lived worlds, weaving threads of meaning 
and matter through the assemblage of mutually constituting subjects and patterns of association 
that compromise the distinction between the human and the non-human’.  
If the bulk of this quote is read as an account of place as becoming-with, it suggests that 
ethical praxis emerges through place as it is continually made through more-than-human 
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worlds of more-than-human intra-action. In supporting the hope in place for positive socio-
ecological change, this should not be interpreted as a bold claim for causal links between 
place (as designed and as lived) and the final achievement of a practiced ecological ethics. 
Indeed, discussion of shifts along linear trajectories from one pole of human experience to 
another is, as I have noted, potentially dangerous, at risk of reducing an ecologically 
responsive dwelling to potentially troublesome moral and bounded realms and limiting 
place to a merely human achievement. Instead, the reorienting referred to here is 
(potentially) fleeting and always transient. As Bastian (2009, 114) has written of Derrida’s 
account of change and time: 
‘the changes that are deemed relevant … are not those initiated by a rational actor, but rather 
are those that happen to the subject, those that throw the subject into a new world’. 
This research therefore indicates that there is potential to change human dwelling 
trajectories through the awe-inspiring wondering and wanderings of more-than-human 
worlds and in designs that call forth humans and urban infrastructures in the messy 
obligations of ecologically responsive and carefully practiced (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017; 
Williams 2017) urban dwelling.  
However, here we may again meet a persistent and important critique of the hopefulness of 
more responsive or caring positionalities for ecological change. As Ginn says of Jane 
Bennett’s call for vibrant matter as a facilitator of care, whether ‘the vibrancy of matter is 
sufficient to move us between ontology and politics’ (Ginn 2012, 475) is unclear. Ginn (2012, 
475) found that London gardeners  
‘are attuned to the vibrancy of plants … [but that] this does not make them any less wedded to 
fantasies of human (if not private property) sovereignty, or to hierarchies of care between 
distant human others and their closer photosynthesising friends. Simply stated, … the hoary 
naturalistic fallacy, where the should cannot be inferred from the is’ persists.  
By engaging in the ‘bumpy and lumpy material geographies’ (Ginn 2012, 474) of everyday 
life, this research has argued that this shifting between ‘should and is’ may in part be 
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countered through socio-material discourses (including practices and the things that make 
buildings or streets) of sustainable urban dwelling. The Commons and Chippendale residents 
were moved by the narratives of place that filtered down through the design. They not only 
reiterated these narratives in their accounts of everyday life, they questioned and validated 
their actions with these discourses in view and they engaged in practices they had not done 
so before; practices – such as composting or using more active forms of transport – which 
these discourses positioned as more sustainable than others.  
Maria Kaika (2012) has shown how powerful discourses are in defining the place of water in 
cities. The case studies in this thesis emphasise that through the affective micro 
entanglements that are enacted and opened up through designs and through their material 
compositions, humans are drawn into moments of encounter with their more-than-human 
positionality that in turn can open further moments of engagement. Head et al (2014, 864) 
argue for greater attendance to human–plant relations to provide ‘new insights into and 
framings of the political, and … to rethink what it means to live with plants’. For designs that 
aim to encourage ecologically sustainable urban dwelling and urbanisation processes, an 
implication of this research is to call for greater or continued attendance to the diverse array 
of micro-political affectivities and intra-actions of human-other-than-human becoming, to 
the potentials these dynamic placial relations call forth and to the implications of narratives 
of place that shape these potentialities in disengaging and engaging ways. Attending to 
diverse accounts of urban dwelling and the more-than-human entanglements that define 
human place experience may be a way urbanisation processes can facilitate greater 
ecological responsiveness while acknowledging the uneven relations of power that define 
human and nonhuman dwelling.   
If we keep Barad’s (2007, 146) notion of discourse ‘as that which constrains and enables’ in 
view, a significant finding of this research is that resident experiences suggest the 
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importance of the micro level of affective encounters that make more-than-human place 
experience and that are themselves entangled with broader scale discourses for change, and 
everything in between. While humans can subscribe to narratives that promote an 
ecological ethics, it is through corporeal dwelling and experiences of its response-abilities 
that ecological responsiveness may be enacted. Of course, Ginn’s critique remains potent; 
the affective encounters Chippendale and The Commons’ human residents have with vital 
more-than-human matter may not necessarily be scaled outward. Care for one plant may 
not relate to care for another, in part because affects may be different in a different instance 
of intra-relating place(making). However, the experience of Chippendale residents and 
Commoners does suggest that awe-filled wondering and wandering through more-than-
human worlds may help shift urban dwelling into more responsive terrain. Kaika’s (2012) 
work has shown that wherever you are in a city, there are points of connection with larger 
ecological flows. This research is limited in what it can say regarding the extent to which 
cities are changed by the place(making) discussed herein. However, this research does 
complement Kaika’s work to suggest that micro-political more-than-human entanglements 
are also entry points for humans to experience and reconsider the place of more-than-
human processes and mattering in urban realms.  
 
 
 
	
 
 
Chapter 8. Epilogue 
 
Toward ecologically responsive urban dwelling and 
urbanisation 
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Departures (and arrivals) 
This thesis has traversed and questioned tensions between design and experience and 
between nature and culture in the context of place(making) and the pursuit of sustainable 
urbanisation at the residential scale in Australian cities. It has explored the designed 
intentions of architects and project leaders and the lived experiences of residents within a 
frame of post-phenomenological and relational more-than-human thinking. In doing so, it 
has contributed to empirical and theoretical discussions about the role of design and the 
role of place in fostering more ecologically responsive urban dwelling. I have argued that 
when working with and through place in pursuit of more ecologically responsive dwelling, 
attending to the micro more-than-human entanglements of place in urban realms is vital.  
Specificities 
There are specificities to this study that future work could expand on. One is its emphasis on 
western understandings of place. As this thesis has progressed I have been drawn to 
Indigenous Australian ideas of ‘Country’ and intrigued by their (potential) intersections with 
(phenomenological) ideas of place. In Australia, I have also noted efforts within architecture 
and planning, led by Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, to encourage Indigenous 
Australian voices into academic and practical endeavours.26 In Chapter two (see also 
Robertson 2018) I briefly noted the growing body of work looking at and through place from 
and with Indigenous perspectives (e.g. Larsen and Johnson 2016; Bawaka Country et al. 
2016; Abram 1997). In Australia, the lack of Indigenous narratives of place in planning and 
design professions (Porter 2017) at a minimum suggests further work in exploring the 
                                                             
26 For instance, in July 2018 I attended an Indigenous Design Symposium at The University of Melbourne entitled 
‘Go back to where you came from’: https://msd.unimelb.edu.au/indigenous-design-symposium  
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contribution of Indigenous ideas to ‘western’ phenomenological ideas of place and urban 
theory and practice.  
This study may also be seen to focus on transitions toward ecological urban dwelling in cases 
where these shifts are already underway. There is important work to do in considering the 
questions of this thesis in places where ‘sustainability’ narratives and designed intentions 
are not so clear and in different socio-economic settings. However, urban studies scholars 
and urban professionals can learn from the cases that have been explored here. The need 
for research and practice to pay attention to the micro entanglements of place to encourage 
reconfigured relations that are both place-responsive and ecologically responsive is not 
something that necessarily requires significant financial investment. Related to this, the role 
of the projects studied here in the gentrification of Australia’s cities was not the focus of this 
study. Yet The Commons and Sustainable Chippendale can be read as examples of a broadly 
defined ecological gentrification in progress. As Sarah Dooling (2009, 630) has defined it, 
ecological gentrification is ‘the implementation of an environmental planning agenda related 
to public green spaces that leads to the displacement or exclusion of the most economically 
vulnerable human population—homeless people—while espousing an environmental ethic’. 
Yet gentrification, defined more broadly as ‘the socioeconomic upgrading of previously low-
income, central city neighborhoods’ (Hwang 2016, 226), is understood as a complex 
phenomenon with diverse drivers and implications that are still subject to debate (Davidson 
2009; de Oliver 2017; Hwang 2016).  
This thesis has focused on place and place experience as a more-than-human intra-relating 
to bring the more-than-human city into greater focus. To add to the growing body of 
research on ecological gentrification – particularly greening and gentrification – and 
questions of environmental justice (e.g see Curran and Hamilton 2012; Dooling 2009; Wolch, 
Byrne, and Newell 2014), this study suggests that future research could further consider the 
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pathways and potentialities that the micro scale of urban dwelling and place experiences 
offer researchers to explore the uneven distributions of social and ecological impacts. This 
research has shown that narratives of place are influential in informing dwelling trajectories 
and their orientation toward socio-ecological practices and outcomes. With this and the 
above specificities in mind, future research could explore the political ecologies of more-
than-human place(making) in more depth. Such research would need to consider the 
multiple narrative frames and voices that contribute to embedding and shifting placial 
narratives beyond this study’s focus on architects and project leaders.  
Contributions 
This research has made three contributions to knowledge. The first is a conceptual 
contribution, bringing more-than-human theory into conversation with place and 
placemaking literature to propose a theoretical framework to think through more-than-
human place(making). As was discussed in detail in Chapter two (and Robertson 2018), this 
framework draws together post-phenomenology, more-than-human thinking, urban political 
ecology and non-representational theory to open up the possibilities of a more-than-human 
place for the design of and dwelling within urban realms. Thinking through western ideas of 
place in this way emphasises the importance of taking more-than-human goings on in cities 
into account in both theory and city making practices. This framework also emphasises the 
potentialities and obstacles of engaging with more-than-human entanglements to foster 
more ecologically sustaining residential places and human-place engagements in cities. 
Indeed, as Cameron (2003a; 2001) has noted, the shifting or reconfiguring of humans 
between improved place connections and greater ecological responsiveness is not 
straightforward. Yet as I have also suggested, this reconfiguring is potentially grounded on a 
problematic dichotomy that reiterates the privileged place of humans as acting on a passive 
environment and as making this environment ‘better’. These tensions only reiterate the 
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need for ongoing work to ensure ‘place’ experience is fostered and that place(making) is 
practiced in ways that are responsive to and with more-than-human worlds.  
This research has also found that it is important to take care in choosing the metaphors we 
use to talk of place. As noted in Chapter two, this is particularly important because place is 
dynamic. In Ingold’s (2011, 12) words: ‘To be … is not to be in place but to be along paths.’ 
Keeping this dynamism in view, this thesis has moved between metaphors of place; between 
knotted entanglements of lines and trajectories to assemblages and topologies. These 
metaphors share the messiness of conveying unbounded becomings and more-than-human 
relating, but they helpfully highlight different elements of this becoming. While journeys and 
trajectories emphasise transitions and reconfigurations, knots and assemblages emphasise 
the intra-related entanglement of these reconfigurations.  
On this point, a key finding of this research is that theoretical and practiced approaches to 
place and placemaking can be limiting if place is not understood as situated within broader, 
dynamic and relational notions of ever intra-relating dwelling. More-than-human thinking, 
like (phenomenological) ideas of place, is in some ways a western superiority (Head 2016). 
This suggests a paradox of the journeys under investigation in this thesis and in the hope in 
place. That is that place is more-than-human but that it is so often conceived as largely 
human that the transitions or journeys between place and ecological outcomes appears 
large. However, when more-than-human entanglements are acknowledged from the outset, 
the terrains through which these shifts need to navigate become topological knots rather 
than linear steps in a process of change. From the perspective of the topological but still 
somewhat bounded view of place I am here advocating, this research has found that the 
micro entanglements of affective encounter should be considered as a field through which 
and from where there are potentialities to shift humans, and urban socio-material forms, 
toward ecological responsiveness.    
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The second contribution this thesis makes is its proposal of an analytical and methodological 
approach that can help more-than-human scholars navigate the tricky terrain of research 
practice while making efforts not to speak for ‘others’ and thereby anthropomorphise 
nonhumans (Chapters three, five and six). Walking, visual methods, interviews and narrative 
analysis are not new. However, combining them, as has been done in this project, is an 
approach that helps to situate human researchers and readers within more-than-human 
worlds in non-representational ways. As I noted in Chapter five, the approach aims to bring 
the ‘practice(s), action(s) and performance(s)’ of humans and nonhumans to the fore 
(Vannini 2015b, 13). In doing so, the methodological approach helps to keep researchers 
attentive to the performative, sensuous and affective dimensions of everyday dwelling and 
design practices; particularly ‘the importance of these registers for micropolitical ordering 
and intervention’ (Lorimer 2010b, 240). This approach is in need of further testing and 
refining. However, the combination of using visual methods, walking and narrative analysis 
is a novel way to render human, nonhuman and more-than-human place(making).  
The third contribution this thesis makes is to those fields of research and practice oriented 
toward the planning, design, development and construction of cities, particularly at the 
residential scale. Grounded in the empirical experiences of designers, project leaders and 
residents, this thesis builds on existing more-than-human research (Head 2016; Bastian 
2009; Whatmore 2006; Houston et al. 2017) and discussions of the ethics and politics of 
human-nonhuman relations (e.g. Cloke and Jones 2003; Power 2005; Power 2007; Hinchliffe 
and Whatmore 2006; Ginn 2014; Puig de la Bellacasa 2017) to encourage scholars and 
practitioners engaged in this city making to think through and envision place in its messy 
more-than-human worldliness. Importantly, the research has illuminated the significance of 
designs and their narratives for change on human dwelling experiences, but also the 
importance of design in facilitating human-nonhuman experiences of awe and wonder. In 
the previous chapter I argued that design that attends to the wonders of and the potential 
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for undirected wondering and wandering with more-than-human urban realms can 
encourage the reconfiguring of human-place relations toward greater ecological 
responsiveness of people and cities. This call to think, plan and design purposively through 
affective and vital more-than-human worlds is akin to Ingold’s call for the need for a 
dwelling over a building perspective (Ingold 1995). However, a more-than-human frame is 
potentially more explicit, direct and accessible. It firmly situates humans in the messy 
worldly fray of dwelling and does not deny our human situatedness while it necessarily 
encourages extension beyond this narrow frame.  
The insights of this research have implications for urban designers, architects, developers 
and planners involved in sustainable urbanisation processes. They support the importance of 
attending to trajectories of place, the socio-ecological material and particularly the temporal 
narratives (as they are reinforced and/or hidden) that shape human experience and 
practices in cities. Both cases demonstrate the significance of vital materialities in these 
designed visions for change. The different approaches to and role of soil in each case study 
exemplifies this. While in both cases, soil is brought back into hard-scaped urban realms, in 
Chippendale, the practices and narratives that aid these processes of revitalising and 
bringing the vitality of soil back to the forefront of human experience are embedded in a 
recognition of the more-than-human entanglements of soil already in place. In contrast, soil 
brought in from elsewhere challenges human and nonhuman residents, their planty 
mattering and planty practices. A common process in urban redevelopment is the removal 
of soil as sites are levelled or cut to prepare them for building construction. This research 
suggests that rethinking the place of soil in urban (re)development is an important research 
and praxis agenda.  
More generally, for those who seek to guide urban dwelling and urbanisation, the findings of 
this study indicate that a paradigm shift from urbanisation for humans to urbanisation for 
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more-than-human worlds may contribute to reconfiguring cities and people toward 
ecological responsiveness. This research has, in a way, returned full circle to reinforce a hope 
in place for social and ecological change. As Lesley Head (2016, 22) notes, this is a hope 
‘found in practices rather than particular emotions’. This research, therefore, supports those 
who call for regenerative design and suggests, as Houston et al (2017) have argued, that we 
perhaps need to consider making kin, not cities.  
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INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR PROFESSIONALS/PROJECT ORGANISERS 
Project title: Urban placemaking and ecological responsiveness: A study of ecologically motivated 
placemaking projects 
 
Investigators 
Sarah Robertson, PhD student, email: [contact details removed for publication]  
Dr Martin Mulligan, Associate Professor, RMIT University, Email [contact details removed for publication]  
 
Dr Cecily Maller, Senior Research Fellow, RMIT University, Email [contact details removed for publication]  
 
 
Dear participant, 
You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by RMIT University. This information sheet 
contains information about the aims and scope of the project and your part in it. Please read this form carefully 
and be confident you understand its contents before you decide whether to participate. If you have any 
questions about the project, please ask one of the investigators. 
Who is involved in this research project? 
Sarah Robertson is undertaking this research as part of a Doctor of Philosophy at RMIT University within the 
School of Global Urban and Social Studies (GUSS) and the Centre for Urban Research (CUR). Dr Martin Mulligan 
from GUSS and Dr Cecily Maller from CUR are her supervisors. The project has been approved by the RMIT 
Human Research Ethics Committee. 
Why have you been approached? 
You have been contacted based on your public professional profile, either through your 
employer/workplace, your social media accounts or through an advertisement. Based on your public profile, 
you have been identified as someone who is or has recently been active in social and environmental urban 
development in Australia’s urban centres. 
Sarah wants to interview architects, urban designers, landscape architects, planners, community 
members, consultants and others who are currently or have recently been active in the process of making 
environmentally sustainable urban places. 
Those willing to speak to Sarah are asked to contact her directly by phone or email and return this 
completed form to her. Approximately 15-20 professionals will be interviewed. 
What is the research project about? 
Sarah is exploring how and why professionals, residents and communities in specific urban residential settings 
engage in design, development and/or community projects that aims to minimise environmental impact. 
This research stems from the observation that many professionals (and community members) are 
designing and developing environmental urban residential developments that have this aim. 
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As part of the project, Sarah wants to gather the views of environmentally-focused professionals involved in urban 
eco-development on best practice urban eco-development and priorities for future urban eco- development. 
She is keen to hear your views about an urban project you’ve been involved in that you believe is an example of 
environmental design/development. She is interested in learning your ideas about why such developments are 
necessary and what you hope they will achieve. She is also keen to learn about the process of infill urban 
environmental development. 
A second stage of this project will involve Sarah speaking to residents living in one or two urban eco- 
developments to explore their experience of living there and their sense of environmental responsibility. 
If I agree to participate, what will I be required to do? 
Sarah will ask you to take her on a tour of a project she suggests or another you believe is an example of good 
environmental design, telling her about its environmental and social design features, influences and outcomes. 
During the tour she may ask questions about the design and development process and about your ideas about 
environmental design/development more generally. 
The interview will ideally be conducted face-to-face on-site at the chosen project at a time convenient to you. It 
will take approximately an hour of your time. 
During the tour, Sarah will voice record and with your permission may also take photos and video record. 
What are the benefits associated with participation? 
There may be no direct benefits to you participating. However, your participation will help illuminate the context 
and impact of urban eco development and environmental place-based projects in Australia. It is hoped the 
research will: 
• shed light on the eco-development process in Australia’s urban centres 
• provide insights to aid environmental advocates, designers, policy makers and funding 
organisations to pursue and assist promising projects with strong environmental goals 
• illuminate ways to better connect the ideas of environmentally focused urban designers, 
developers and community leaders with the realities and needs of residents. 
What are the possible risks or disadvantages? 
It is unlikely you will experience any harm from being interviewed. However, if you feel any questions are 
inappropriate or you do not wish to discuss a certain topic, let Sarah know and she will pursue another topic. 
Sarah will not tell your employer or other interview participants what you said during the interview. 
However, given the public nature of your involvement in the project, even if your real name is not 
published and the project is only described in general terms, the researcher cannot guarantee that readers 
will not guess what project might have been investigated. 
If you have any concerns about any aspect of the research process or interviews you should contact her 
supervisors Dr Martin Mulligan or Dr Cecily Maller. Their contact details are listed above and below. 
What will happen to the information I provide? 
If you agree to participate, the interview will be audio recorded or otherwise notes can be taken. Parts of the 
tour may also be video recorded and photographs may be taken. 
Recordings will be transcribed by Sarah or by a professional transcription service using a name of your choice; 
this may be a pseudonym or your real name. The name of the development will be disclosed unless you request 
this also remain undisclosed. In this case, the development will be referred to in transcripts and published 
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material using general descriptive language, such as ‘a 7 Star multi-residential apartment development in inner 
Sydney’. 
 
The interview records will be seen by the researcher and two supervisors. They will be kept securely at RMIT 
and on a secure and encrypted removable storage device. 
Any information provided that identifies you can only be disclosed if (1) it is to protect you or others from harm, 
(2) if specifically required or allowed by law, or (3) you provide the researchers with written permission. 
The results will be published with names/pseudonyms in a thesis. This will be available in the RMIT Research 
Repository. People can view electronic copies of these by going to the ‘Research Repository’ via the RMIT 
website. The thesis will remain online and the findings may be published in journal articles, referred to at 
conferences and published in online magazine articles. 
The results of the research will be shared with research participants at the conclusion of the project. Sarah 
may also seek clarification of comments you provide during the interview. 
Any interview transcriptions will be kept securely at RMIT for the duration of this project, and for 5 years 
thereafter. The interview transcriptions may be used in a closely related project during this time. After this time, 
any interview transcriptions will be destroyed. 
What are my rights as a participant? 
You have the right to: 
• Withdraw at any time 
• Request that Sarah stop any recording or note taking 
• Have any unprocessed data withdrawn and destroyed, provided it can be reliably identified, and 
provided that so doing does not increase any risks to you 
• The right to be de-identified in any photographs intended for public publication, before the point of 
publication 
• Have any questions answered at any time. 
Who should I contact if I have any questions? 
Contact details for all the researchers and the RMIT Ethics Officer are below. 
I am very keen to hear your views on urban eco residential design, development and placemaking and would value 
your participation in this project. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Sarah Robertson 
PhD student, RMIT University 
[contact details removed for publication]  
 
Dr Martin Mulligan, A/Prof, RMIT 
University [contact details removed for 
publication]  
Dr Cecily Maller, Senior Research Fellow, RMIT 
University 
[contact details removed for publication]  
 
 
 
If you have any concerns about your participation in this project, which you do not wish to discuss with 
the researchers, then you can contact the Ethics Officer, Research Integrity, Governance and Systems, 
RMIT University, GPO Box 2476V  VIC  3001. Tel: (03) 9925 2251 or email human.ethics@rmit.edu.au 
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CONSENT FORM 
(please cross out what does not apply) 
 
1. I have had the project explained and I have received and read the information sheet 
2. I agree to participate in the project as described 
3. I agree/give permission: 
a. to be interviewed onsite or in a location of my and/or the researcher’s choosing 
4. I give permission 
a. to have my voice audio recorded, and 
i. my name must remain undisclosed. Use the pseudonym  instead 
ii. my name can be published or presented without any attempt made to disguise the 
identity 
b. to have my image taken, and 
i. any identifying feature must be disguised, or 
ii. the personal image can be published or presented without any attempt made to 
disguise the identity 
5. Regarding the recording of personal images, I acknowledge that 
a. Images of me and/or  may not be altered (re 4b above) or used for 
any other purpose without my approval 
b. Not all images that are recorded may be used 
c. The images will be published in a thesis and may also be published in a publication (e.g. a 
journal, conference presentation/paper, online journal/magazine/blog). Such 
reports/publications may include a digital copy of the thesis/publication which may be 
accessible via the internet 
d. The images will be used for the specified purpose only (that is, only for the current and any 
closely related future research project) 
e. I am free to withdraw from the project and to withdraw any images of myself, prior to the 
publication of the thesis or other publication 
f. All images, used and unused, will be securely stored at RMIT University 
g. Images will be retained for five (5) years after publication of the thesis, other than those which 
are published as part of a final work published as a thesis or other published work. 
h. If images are uploaded onto the Internet that I understand the permanency of this 
decision – that these images will remain available on the Internet 
6. Regarding my general participation, I also acknowledge that 
a. My participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time and to 
withdraw any unprocessed data previously supplied (unless follow-up is needed for safety) 
b. The project is for the purposes of research. It may not be of direct benefit to me. 
c. The privacy of the personal information I provide will be safeguarded and only disclosed where 
I have consented to the disclosure or as required by law 
d. The security of the research data will be protected during and after completion of the 
study. The data collected during the study may be published, and a summary of the project 
outcomes will be provided to participants upon request. Information that will identify me 
will only be used where I have consented to this use. 
 
Participant’s Consent 
 
Participant:       Date: 
 Print name (Signature)  
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INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH 
PROJECT 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR RESIDENTS 
Project title: Urban placemaking and ecological responsiveness: A study of ecologically motivated 
placemaking projects 
Investigators 
Sarah Robertson, PhD student, [contact details removed for publication]  
Dr Martin Mulligan, Associate Professor, RMIT University,  
Email [contact details removed for publication]  
Dr Cecily Maller, Senior Research Fellow, RMIT University,  
Email [contact details removed for publication]  
 
Dear Chippendale resident, 
You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by RMIT University. This information 
sheet contains information about the aims and scope of the project and your part in it. Please read this form 
carefully and be confident you understand its contents before you decide whether to participate. If you have 
any questions about the project, please ask one of the investigators. 
Who is involved in this research project? 
Sarah Robertson is undertaking this research as part of a Doctor of Philosophy at RMIT University within 
the School of Global Urban and Social Studies (GUSS) and the Centre for Urban Research (CUR). Dr Martin 
Mulligan from GUSS and Dr Cecily Maller from CUR are her supervisors. The project has been approved by 
the RMIT Human Research Ethics Committee. 
Why have you been approached? 
You have been approached either because you are a resident living in Chippendale, you have responded to 
an advertisement/notice or you have been suggested as a potential research participant by someone else 
involved in this community. 
Sarah wants to interview and observe residents and close friends/relatives of residents who are currently 
living in or engaged in the process of making environmentally sustainable urban places. 
If you are willing to participate in this research project, please complete the below form and return it to her. 
Over 10 residents will be involved as participants in the research. 
What is the research project about? 
Sarah is exploring how and why professionals, residents and communities in specific urban residential 
settings engage in design, development and/or community projects that aim to minimise environmental 
impact. 
This research stems from the observation that many professionals (and community members) are designing 
and developing environmental urban residential developments that have this aim. 
As part of the project, Sarah wants to better understand the experiences of residents living in and/or 
involved in urban and place-based environmental projects, whether that be a residential apartment 
building, a street community group or a community-scale project. 
 
She is keen to spend time with residents as they live their everyday life and engage in community activities. She 
would also like to interview residents about their experience of living and/or engaging in the community. She is 
specifically interested in learning about community member’s views on environmental and social issues. 
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If I agree to participate, what will I be required to do? 
Sarah will initially ask you to participate in the project by completing a very brief survey and by undertaking a 
photo journaling exercise by spending anywhere from 15 up to 60 minutes to take up to 30 photographs or short 
videos that capture aspects of your community that are important to you. This may be done in one go or you may 
take a couple of photos/short videos each day for several days. 
Sarah will then ask you to spend between 15 and 90 minutes discussing the images and speaking more generally 
to her about life in Chippendale. She is interested in speaking to you about how you came to be involved in this 
place and your experiences here. She’s also keen to learn what you like about the place, what you would 
change/like to change, how places/projects like these are the same or different from other communities/places 
you’ve been involved in and your views on environmental and community issues. 
Sarah might ask to do follow up interviews with you at a later date. There may also be an opportunity to be 
involved in a group session where you can share the photos/video you’ve taken with other participants from 
Chippendale and identify aspects of the community you like or that you might like to change. Interviews and/or 
group sessions may take place in a public area, in private but communal areas, or, where permitted, in your 
home. 
During interviews/group sessions, Sarah will voice record and/or take notes and may take photographs of 
different parts of the place you discuss. With your permission, she may take photographs of you. 
Sarah will also be doing observational work in Chippendale, which might involve visiting the place/community, 
attending community meetings or helping at community events. 
 
What are the benefits associated with participation? 
There may be no direct benefits to you participating. However, your participation will help illuminate the context 
and impact of urban eco development and environmental place-based projects in Australia. It is hoped the 
research will: 
• Provide insights to aid your community, environmental advocates, designers, policy makers and funding 
organisations to pursue and assist promising projects with strong environmental goals 
• Illuminate ways to better connect the ideas of environmental designers, developers and community 
leaders with the realities, needs and aspirations of urban residents. 
 
What are the possible risks or disadvantages? 
It is unlikely you will experience any harm from being a research participant. However, if you feel any questions 
are inappropriate or you do not wish to discuss a certain topic, let Sarah know and she will pursue another topic. 
Your participation may involve Sarah being present in your home and other personal spaces at times where 
permitted. If at any time you would prefer Sarah was not present (e.g. in your home at certain times) just ask her 
to leave. 
Other than the co-investigators involved in this project, Sarah will not share anything you say to her that is not 
already public knowledge. 
If you have any concerns about any aspect of the research process or interviews you should contact her 
supervisors Dr Martin Mulligan or Dr Cecily Maller. Their contact details are listed above and below. 
What will happen to the information I provide? 
If you agree to participate, your views may be audio recorded or otherwise notes can be taken. Sarah will let you 
know if she is going to record anything you say. 
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Recordings and notes will be transcribed by Sarah or by a professional transcription service using a name of your 
choice; this may be a pseudonym or your real name. Interview records will be seen by the researcher and her 
supervisors. They will be kept securely at RMIT and on a secure and encrypted removable storage device. 
Any information provided that identifies you can only be disclosed if (1) it is to protect you or others from harm, 
(2) if specifically required or allowed by law, or (3) you provide the researchers with written permission. 
The results will be published with names/pseudonyms in a thesis. This will be available in the RMIT Research 
Repository. People can view electronic copies of these by going to the ‘Research Repository’ via the RMIT 
website. The thesis will remain online and the findings may be published in journal articles, referred to at 
conferences and published in online magazine articles. The name of your community may be disclosed in the 
thesis and or any other published work. Should you choose to remain anonymous, you will be referred to either 
by your pseudonym or as a ‘resident’. 
The results of the research will be shared with research participants at the conclusion of the project. Sarah may 
also seek clarification of any comments you provide. 
Any interview transcriptions will be kept securely at RMIT for the duration of this project, and for 5 years 
thereafter. The interview transcriptions may be used in a closely related project during this time. After this time, 
any interview transcriptions will be destroyed. 
What are my rights as a participant? 
You have the right to: 
• Withdraw at any time 
• Request that Sarah stop any recording or note taking 
• Have any unprocessed data withdrawn and destroyed, provided it can be reliably identified, and provided 
that so doing does not increase any risks to you 
• The right to be de-identified in any photographs intended for public publication, before the point of 
publication 
• Have any questions answered at any time. 
Who should I contact if I have any questions? 
Contact details for all the researchers and the RMIT Ethics Officer are below. 
I am very keen to hear your views and learn about your experience of living at Chippendale and would value your 
participation in this project. 
Yours sincerely, 
Sarah 
Sarah Robertson 
PhD student, RMIT University 
[contact details removed for publication]  
 
Dr Martin Mulligan, A/Prof, RMIT 
University [contact details removed 
for publication]  
Dr Cecily Maller, Senior Research Fellow, RMIT 
University [contact details removed for 
publication]  
 
 
 
If you have any concerns about your participation in this project, which you do not wish to discuss with the researchers, then 
you can contact the Ethics Officer, Research Integrity, Governance and Systems, RMIT University, GPO Box 2476V  VIC  3001. 
Tel: (03) 9925 2251 or email human.ethics@rmit.edu.au 
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CONSENT FORM 
(Please initial each point and cross out what does not apply) 
 
1. I have had the project explained and I have received and read the information sheet 
2. I agree to participate in the project as described 
3. I agree/give permission: 
a. to be observed as I take part in everyday life and community events in Chippendale 
b. to be interviewed onsite or in a location of my and/or the researcher’s choosing 
4. I agree/give permission: (please tick appropriate option) 
a. to take photos/video journaling my experience in Chippendale and share these with 
a) the researcher        and b) other Chippendale participants    
5. 
a. I grant the researchers a non-exclusive license to use these images in published works related 
to the research                                                                         OR 
b. The researchers must contact me should they wish to use images taken by me in 
material for publication 
6. I give permission (please cross out what does not apply) 
a. to have my voice audio recorded, and 
i. my name must remain undisclosed. Use the pseudonym  instead 
ii. my name can be published or presented without any attempt made to disguise my 
identity. 
b. to have my image taken, and 
i. any identifying feature must be disguised, or 
ii. personal images can be published or presented without any attempt made to 
disguise the identity 
7. Regarding the recording of personal images, I acknowledge that 
a. Images of me and/or Chippendale may not be altered (re 4b above) or used for any other 
purpose without my approval 
b. Not all images that are recorded may be used 
c. The images will be published in a thesis and may also be published in a publication (e.g. a 
journal, conference presentation/paper, online journal/magazine/blog). Such 
reports/publications may include a digital copies that may be accessible via the internet 
d. The images will be used for the specified purpose only (that is, only for the current and any 
closely related future research project) 
e. I am free to withdraw from the project and to withdraw any images of myself, prior to the 
publication of the thesis or other publication 
f. All images, used and unused, will be securely stored at RMIT University 
g. Images will be retained five (5) years after publication of the thesis, other than those 
which are published as part of a final work published as a thesis or other published work. 
h. If images are uploaded onto the Internet, I understand the permanency of this decision – 
that my image will remain available on the Internet 
8. Regarding my general participation, I acknowledge that 
a. My participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time 
and to withdraw any unprocessed data previously supplied (unless follow-up is needed for 
safety) 
b. The project is for the purposes of research. It may not be of direct benefit to me. 
c. The privacy of the personal information I provide will be safeguarded and only disclosed where I 
have consented to the disclosure or as required by law 
d. The security of the research data will be protected during and after completion of the study. The 
data collected during the study may be published, and a summary of the project outcomes will 
be provided to participants upon request. Information that will identify me will only be used 
where I have consented to this use. 
Participant’s Consent 
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Participant name:      Date             Signature 
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Interview questions/prompts for designers 
1. How and why did you/your organisation come to be involved in this project? 
a. Does the project have specific environmental and social goals? 
b. Are there specific challenges it is responding to? 
c. How do you go about designing for these? / How does the design respond to these? 
d. Could you tell me about its ESD features? 
2. What experience of home and urban life do you envisage people having in this 
development? 
3. Is the project targeted at any particular people or group of people? 
4. Have you had any feedback from potential purchasers involved about their experiences being 
involved? (positive, what about negative?) 
5. Are there any environmental or community concerns or challenges that you have 
become/are becoming more aware of through your involvement with this project? 
6. What do you hope or think the impact of the project will be? 
7. What sort of influence has the project had on the way you approach environmental 
design/development now? 
8. I wonder about the influences on the way you’ve approached work on this project? Were there 
projects, ideas or people you drew inspiration from? 
9. Why is design important? What role do you think design like this plays in shaping cities and our 
experience of living in them? 
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Guidelines for a photovoice exercise: your life in Chippendale 
Thanks for taking part (or just thinking about it) and helping me with this research. As it notes in the 
participant information sheet about the project, Sarah is looking into everyday life in environmentally 
sustainable design developments such as this one. 
If I take part, what do I need to do? 
 
1. Read and complete the attached participant information and consent form (please cross out 
what does not apply or you do not agree to) 
2. The aim of the photo journaling exercise is to spend anywhere from 15 to 60 minutes to take 
up to 10 photographs and/or short videos (up to 1 minute) that capture 
a. your life in this place and 
b. aspects of this place and your community that are important to you. 
 
These photo journal entries may be done in one go or you may take a couple each day over several 
days. Below are step-by-step instructions of what you need to do. If you have any questions, get in 
contact with Sarah. 
3. Complete the participant questionnaire 
 
What should I take photos of? 
(It is up to you how much you use these broad prompts to guide you. The most important thing is 
taking the photos; whether they are snaps or artworks, they will be great. If you’re having trouble, 
let me know.) 
• What is it like to live here? 
 
• What’s important to you about this place? 
 
Is there anything or anyone I shouldn’t take photos of? 
If you’d like to take photos of other people, even if you are in a public space, it’s important and 
respectful to first ask them if it’s okay you do so. This is particularly important where those people can 
be identified. You should not take photos of children without consent from a parent or guardian. 
Other than that, it’s up to you. You can take photos of anything that relates to the two prompts 
above. 
 
 303 
 
 
How long do I have to take photos? 
You have two – three weeks to take the photos. 
 
What do I do with the images once I’ve taken them? 
1. Give each image a title and note the time and date it was taken 
 
For each photo (or video), please give it a title, add a time, date and a brief reflection about the 
photo – what it means to you, why you’ve taken it, why it responds to the two prompts – what’s it 
like to live here, what’s important to you about Chippendale. 
2. Share your images/videos/reflections with Sarah 
 
How? You are welcome to share your photos with me as you go or once you’ve taken a set. To do so, 
please email them through to me. My details account details are below 
 [contact details removed for publication]  
 
 
If you would like instructions about how to upload and share photos please get in contact. 
 
Alternatively if you would prefer to share them with me another way, that’s no problem. Please get 
in touch and we can work something out. 
And then what? 
Once you’ve sent through/uploaded your photos, videos or other reflections, Sarah may contact you 
to have a brief chat about them or, if convenient, ask to meet with you to discuss them briefly. 
And if I have more questions? 
You can get in touch with me via email [contact details removed for publication]  
 
Thanks, Sarah.  
 
Investigators 
Sarah Robertson, PhD student, Email: [contact details removed for publication]  
Dr Martin Mulligan, Associate Professor, RMIT University, Email [contact details removed for 
publication]  
Dr Cecily Maller, Senior Research Fellow, RMIT University, Email [contact details removed for 
publication]  
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Follow-up interview questions/prompts 
What photos did you take and make about the place? 
• What can we see in this picture? 
 
• How does it relate to your life here? 
 
• What does it mean for you? 
 
• Did you take photos of aspects of the place that are important to you? Can you tell me 
about them? 
 
 
If no photos: 
Can you tell me about life in _______________? 
What’s important to you about this place? 
Are there any community issues that you have become more aware of having lived here? 
Are there any environmental issues that you have become more aware of having lived here? 
What do you like most about the place? 
Is there anything you would like to change? 
Is there anything else taking these photos brought to your attention about this place? 
Is there anything else you want to talk about today in terms of life in the city and issues that need to be 
addressed? 
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Profile questions - To be completed by each participant 
Please respond to as many questions as you feel comfortable answering. Information marked with a star (*) will 
remain confidential and, unless you consent otherwise, will not be linked directly to your identity (real or 
pseudonym) in any published material. Answers to questions not marked with a star may be used in conjunction 
with the name/pseudonym you choose to describe you in published work, e.g. ‘Tim, who was born in Singapore 
and moved to the apartment complex in 2012, said…” 
 
 
1.   *Name: …………………………………….................................................... 
2. Pseudonym if preferred (as listed on your completed consent form): 
……………………………………………………………………….. 
3. *Email address: (to email consent form to)…………………………………………………………. 
4. Gender (please circle): a. Female b. Male 
5. How old are you? (please circle): 
a. <25 years 
b. 25 to 34 years 
c. 35 to 44 years 
d. 45 to 54 years 
e. 55 to 64 years 
f. 65 to 74 years 
g. 75 plus years of age 
h. I prefer not to answer this 
question 
6. What is your cultural background? (e.g. the cultural heritage of yourself and/or your parents) 
…………………………………………………………..................................................... 
7. Do you speak any languages other than English at home? a. Yes b. No 
(If ‘Yes’, please write which one/s here)……………………………………………………. 
8. In which country were you born? …………………………………………. 
9. If born overseas, how many years have you lived in Australia? ............................................. 
10. How many years have you lived in your current residence? (Please circle) 
a. Less than one year 
b. 1 – 2 years 
c. 3 – 5 years 
d. 6 – 10 years 
e. Over 10 years 
11. Where did you live before moving to your current residence? ……………………………………………………………………… 
12. How many children do you have? …………………………………………………………………… 
13. Who else lives in your home? 
a. Relationship to you: ……………………………………..   *Name……………………………………….  Age range: ………… 
b. Relationship to you: ……………………………………..   *Name……………………………………….  Age range:  ………… 
c. Relationship to you: ……………………………………..   *Name……………………………………….  Age range: ………… 
d. Relationship to you: ……………………………………..   *Name……………………………………….  Age range: ………… 
e. Relationship to you: ……………………………………..   *Name……………………………………….  Age range: ………… 
14. What is the highest level of education you have completed? ……………………………………………….. 
 
 
	
15. What sort of work do you usually do? …………………………………………………………… 
16. What is your current work status? (Please circle) 
a. full-time  (35 hours or more) 
b. part-time (<35 hours/week) 
c. not employed, looking for work 
d. not employed, not looking for work 
e. disabled or not able to work 
f. retired 
17. If working, what suburb do you work in? ………………………………………………………… 
18. *Are you happy to tell us your income range? If yes, please indicate the amount you 
earned (gross income) in the last financial year BEFORE tax (Please circle) 
 
a)   Nil income  
b)    $1 – 31,199 
c)    $31,200 – 51,999  
d)   $52,000 - $77,999  
e)    $78,000 - $103,999 
f) $104,000 and over 
g) I prefer not to answer this question 
 
Thank you! 
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